Maine State Library

Digital Maine
Academic Research and Dissertations

Maine State Library Special Collections

2017

THE AMBIGUOUS OBJECT: TOWARD AN
ECONO-AESTHETIC THROUGH A
HISTORY OF PORCELAIN
Mary Anne Davis
IDSVA

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalmaine.com/academic
Recommended Citation
Davis, Mary Anne, "THE AMBIGUOUS OBJECT: TOWARD AN ECONO-AESTHETIC THROUGH A HISTORY OF
PORCELAIN" (2017). Academic Research and Dissertations. 20.
http://digitalmaine.com/academic/20

This Text is brought to you for free and open access by the Maine State Library Special Collections at Digital Maine. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Academic Research and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of Digital Maine. For more information, please contact statedocs@maine.gov.

THE AMBIGUOUS OBJECT:
TOWARD AN ECONO-AESTHETIC THROUGH A HISTORY OF PORCELAIN

Mary Anne Davis

Submitted to the faculty of
The Institute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree
Doctor of Philosophy

July, 2017

Accepted by the faculty of the Institute for Doctoral Studies in the Visual Arts in partial
fulfillment of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

_Simonetta Moro________________
Dissertation Director’s Name, Ph.D.

Doctoral Committee
_Conny Bogaard________________
Other member’s name, #1 Ph.D.

_Christopher Yates_____________
Other member’s name, #2, Ph.D.

July 10, 2017

ii

© 2017
Mary Anne Davis
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

iii

(Porcelain) yields the first and most extensive physical evidence for sustained cultural encounter
on a worldwide scale, perhaps even for indications of genuinely global culture … For the purpose
of historical examination, however, porcelain vessels are particularly revealing, for they were
often simultaneously functional wares, treasured possessions, and bearers of cultural significance;
hence, the history of porcelain must be linked to changes in commerce, art, and social values.
Robert Finlay, The Pilgrim Art: Cultures of Porcelain in World History

I am conscious of the fact that many promising developments in ceramics have passed into
oblivion artistically and commercially, for no other reason than that the powers that be have
pounded away on the same note until the limits of absorption were exceeded both fore and aft.
Frederick Hurten Rhead

Dedicated to Dan and Gabe
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ABSTRACT
Mary Anne Davis
THE AMBIGUOUS OBJECT:
TOWARD AN ECONO-AESTHETIC THROUGH A HISTORY OF PORCELAIN
Toward an econo-aesthetic points to a much needed shift to recuperate, or at this point, to imagine
a comprehensive approach to being in the world. As such, the artist contains the promise of a
reconciliation of the lost connection linking aesthetics and economies. The relationship between art and
money has ambiguous overtones increasingly inherent since the end of the renaissance. Porcelain
contains clues to that ambiguity because of its tight relationship with both. The history of porcelain or
‘white gold’, so called since its advent in Europe during the 18th century, is the paradigmatic material for
deconstructing what I consider a false schism between finance and aesthetics. In this dissertation, I argue
that through a conflation of economics and aesthetics, using the history of porcelain as an art material, the
role of the artist in community is more clearly identified as essential, in opposition to the marginalized
position the artist currently employs in the west, especially the United States. I approach my argument
through the history of porcelain in Europe and the US, and by linking that history to a history of
economics I found a strong case for a hidden component of vitality through the expression of aesthetic
materiality in the processes held within porcelain and economics. The marginalization of the artist is part
of a hegemonic imperative seeking to repress the free expression and visionary potential of the creative
spirit. Exercising the agency integral within aesthetic practice, in particular through the materiality of
porcelain’s vernacular, the most basic characteristic of a free and vital condition contains the seeds of
alternative futures leading out from a darkness born of an increasingly myopic view of the modern world.
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Introduction
The history of ceramics and primarily porcelain brings a particular lens to economics
and philosophy, one that is often missing in the study of theory versus practice, techne and
episteme. Why porcelain? Firstly, porcelain embodies a history that is sustained by the
durability of its materiality because of its primary quality – permanence. It is therefore a
record of desire, wealth and function, often simultaneously. Porcelain also enthralled a postrenaissance aristocracy in Europe since its importation began in the 16 century by Dutch
th

traders who were responsible for the quickening of capitalism and to a degree, globalization.
In the early days, porcelain’s role in Europe represented wealth, prestige and a privileged
access to that rare commodity, called “white gold”. Porcelain’s complex processes for
making evaded the most sophisticated chemists of the 17th and 18th centuries, but through a
continued passion to obtain the ‘Arcanum’, its formula and firing practices were finally
achieved. I have chosen porcelain to demonstrate what I deem a necessary integration of
economics and aesthetics because of its suitability in illustrating a changing role in that
history, linking its particular genealogy to that of the epistemology contained within its
‘thing-ness’ in western Europe and the United States. The history of porcelain forms a
scaffolding imbricating a genealogy of economics and philosophy, supporting my argument
toward a recuperation of the integration, practically and theoretically, of economics and
aesthetics. That journey founds the essence of this discourse, examining the evolving nature
of porcelain and its relationship to aesthetics, initially as a signifier of wealth and becoming a
representation of a broadening demos.
Porcelain enables us to see clearly the connections between art and economy (through
various historical epistemes), in ways that other art forms may not, because other art forms
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are not situated at the intersection of art and commodity as succinctly as porcelain is. A
possible outcome of this argument is that porcelain used by the artist demonstrates an
economic integration within a community that yields freedom, autonomy and beauty.
Autonomy and agency are fundamental qualities inherent in my argument and as such Kant’s
thinking contributes to the deconstruction of porcelain’s history and its role in the
unfortunate bifurcation of art and craft. As a new historical model, I draw upon Michel
Foucault’s theoretical strategy of reviewing the archeology and genealogy of a given thing in
time, establishing an articulation of specific epistemes throughout this exploration as well as
a topology of place in relation to thought. Discourse and language found and change
trajectories within the will to knowledge and it is upon this structure that a beginning of a
critique of the segregation of economics and aesthetics finds purchase. Foucault posits that
“things murmur meanings our language has merely to extract; from its most primitive
beginnings, this language was already whispering to us of a being of which it forms the
skeleton” (Archeology 228). As such, the thingness of porcelain, its ontology emergent in the
objects created from the material and her creators allow the exploration of transgressions
assumed by the ritual exclusivity of art from the economic. I consider the philosophical and
aesthetic writings connected to the time and place of each porcelain facility in question as a
means of tracing the archeology of certain assumptions connected to the bifurcation of the
aesthetic and the practical. Additionally, I argue that modernity has eroded a healthy
relationship between techne and episteme, pitting the two qualities as opposites instead of as
parts of a whole. These particulars, found in Aristole’s Nichomachean Ethics, are
distinguished, and over time, especially as articulated in economic theory, have been
increasingly isolated from each other. Efficiency has become the pressing modus operandi in
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contemporary life, whose intensification disregards the ethical and sustainable dimension of
human being in relationship throughout the capitalist episteme. Stephen Marglin argues that
economics is a product of modernity, that the study and practice of classical economics is in
fact part of the increasing delineation of activities that make up the various practices
symptomatic of modernity, and that “the foundations of economics are not universal truths
about human nature, but implicit assumptions of modernity” (56). In Marglin’s view,
economics as we know it today has eroded and destroyed community, and the increasing
dependence upon abstract markets to fuel an economic engine of tottering scale has left us
bereft of all that we call human.
Porcelain has the capacity to recuperate a sense of community, not as an isolated
material but as an aspect of a creative assembly of skilled artists developing new work, ideas,
and practices that rely upon the knowledge of established traditions and innovations, and that
also activate the development of an economy that is beholden to the creative spirit and that
advances the interests of local imperatives. Porcelain stands at the ready, with a history and
protocol that can enliven a sense of play, a method for applying its purely physical
materiality into the realm of the artistic and the economic. Porcelain, no longer the white gold
of a privileged society but ubiquitous and part of an escalating democratic social process, is
free to enfold its potential into multi-media assemblages and bricolages of creative
methodologies.
In this dissertation I have chosen particular instances of porcelain’s emergence. In
chapter one, I describe the start of the porcelain trade in Europe through the Dutch
importation of the commodity from China. As such, the Dutch are credited with early forms
of economic conditions, called mercantilism for want of an overarching theory. As part of the
3

Aristocratic Episteme, porcelain’s history extends to Germany as the Meissen factory in
Dresden is the first facility in Europe to develop the Arcanum under the auspices of the
Elector of Saxony. France is next with the development of the Sèvres porcelain factory
outside of Paris, sponsored by Louis XV. The British contribution to porcelain’s expanding
domestic manufacture is found in the capitalist efforts of Josiah Wedgewood, whose
enterprise defines the break from the aristocratic episteme and toward the efficiency of a
capitalist episteme. Chapter one is dominated by the aristocratic episteme, the hegemonic
economic condition of the feudal world. Wedgewood breaks with the limits of the aristocratic
and with Adam Smith, the rise of a capitalist episteme emerges in the late 18 century, paving
th

the way for money to establish dominance versus birthright.
People and ideas form the foundation of the world as we know it. In her essay about
Fernand Braudel’s conviction about the long dúree and continuity as the revealing nature of
historicism, Olivia Harris writes that “The history of ideas is fundamentally the history of the
ideas of particular individuals, rather than of populations (whose collective 'ideas' would be
closer to the conventional anthropological ideas of culture)” (172). In her argument, Harris
allows that there is an openness in Braudel, that his commitment to continuity may in fact be
colored by the discontinuity of ideas that form the ‘burgeoning and blossoming’ of a
considered past. My argument is that economics and aesthetics stand at the turn of a new era
in the history of human kind. Since the Renaissance, economics and aesthetics have become
more and more distilled from each other, to then become, in the modern era, discrete areas of
expertise and specialization. The ideas I have researched in the pursuit of understanding the
origins of the existence of an aesthetic economic condition, its deterioration, and the glimmer
of a reconstruction or recuperation, form the foundation of my argument. Porcelain is the
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case in point of an art form that indicates the capacity for an economic integration within the
aesthetic. Certain events, trains of thought, and practices within the field of ceramics, art and
in particular, through the materiality of porcelain, contain clues and examples of a principle
that defends a position whose loss has left the field marginalized and isolated.
This document seeks to winnow out several things. Using the method of new
historicism, armed with Foucault’s epistemic methodology, I describe the origin, first, of the
rise of a desire for porcelain objects as they are introduced to the European aristocracy as
imports from the Far East. After early Portuguese importation by sea in the sixteenth century,
it was the Dutch that succeeded in developing networks of trade routes leading to a dramatic
uptick in consumption of the ‘white gold’. Holland also holds clues to the formation of the
bourgeoisie, the precursor to the middle class, which gave rise to a meritocratic system as the
distribution of wealth expanded beyond inherited wealth and accumulated through trade.
The economics of porcelain, and of aesthetics itself, is a rich topic, one that has been
neglected and even negated philosophically, starting with Kant. However, Kant also
contributes the moral imperative of beauty as a coalesced condition. Kant’s denigration of
craft is well noted but is complicated by his categorical imperative, as I will show in chapter
one. This dissertation seeks to recuperate and set a theoretical tone that provides the artist and
her audience with an enthusiastic remediative potential of a considered economic condition
that is inclusive of the artist in community. Porcelain provides the material structure for this
inquiry, while the epistemic framework maps the archeological and genealogical periods that
situate this history. The use of Foucault’s method of the episteme seeks to describe, not a
linear history in the strict sense of the practice, but to imbue the genealogic anatomy of the
following examination with a broadening of time frames. Foucault borrowed the method of
5

genealogy from Nietzsche, referencing Nietzsche’s geanological critique of morals.
Foucault intended the term “genealogy” to evoke Nietzsche's genealogy of
morals, particularly with its suggestion of complex, mundane, inglorious
origins—in no way part of any grand scheme of progressive history. The point
of a genealogical analysis is to show that a given system of thought (itself
uncovered in its essential structures by archaeology, which therefore remains
part of Foucault's historiography) was the result of contingent turns of history,
not the outcome of rationally inevitable trends. (Gutting)
In other words, each epistemic period does not necessarily end with the occurrence of
the next period described, but expands and multiplies as time progresses, building and
layering upon the preceding periods. Multiple epistemic conditions, therefore, are
concurrently at play throughout history. The application of the genealogic implies a layering
of discourses, repetitions, associations and differences, tracing histories in an attempt to
uncover relationships between periods and frameworks. Foucault posits that Nietzsche
challenged the the pursuit of origin “because it is an attempt to capture the exact essence of
things, their purest possibilities, and their carefully protected identities, because this search
assumes the existence of immobile forms that precede the external world of accident and
succession” (Language 142). However, the genealogic pursuit, the establishment and
description of the origin of porcelain can lend clues and indeed helps reveal the ontology of
porcelain through the establishment of an epistemic layering of historical periods.
An understanding of the necessary desegregation of art and money as the start of an
aesthetic education is part of the goal of this contribution to the literature on the subject. By
linking an intertextual theoretical and practical economic history with aesthetics, it is my
intention to question those established assumptions about the schisms inherent in the
separation of aesthetics and its more practical brethren, economics, and as such descend into
an examination of said a schism and the argue for a restoration of their necessary relinking.
6

Therefore, I will open with a brief history of a genealogy of economics and connect that
descent first to porcelain and then to the aesthetic conditions primarily in the 18 century in
th

three examples: Germany, France, and England. Historian Robert Finlay observes that,
Exceptional and long-standing barriers segregate the study of art from that of
economics. In the most basic ways–themes investigated, sources examined, training
required, practices followed, questions asked–art historians and economic historians
obviously work quite differently. Porcelain, however, is most revealing when treated
as a cultural cynosure, a nexus where art and money converge, drawn together by an
artifact that in some measure incarnates and articulates the beliefs, customs, and
mentalities of those who make, purchase and esteem it. Positioned at the intersection
of everyday life, commerce, and art, porcelain vessels were often simultaneously
functional wares, profitable merchandise, and treasured possessions. (11)
The relationship of economic theory and the history of porcelain demonstrates a particular
vantage point into the nature of art and money. The increasing isolation of these two factors
in a creeping modernity has created a paucity of cultural potential and is impairing the
viability of the role of the artist in community. As capitalism escalates its grip on an
increasingly globalized world, the artist in fact possesses an indication as to the restoration of
community in a locale. I will attempt to establish a foundation for an expanded theoretical
process showing that porcelain holds certain keys to capitalism’s roots and through the
analysis in the early chapters of this dissertation, explore the imperative embrace of
economics and aesthetics linking the broadening horizon of being in the world.
The introduction of porcelain in Europe was through trade, in particular by the sea
worthy boat builders and merchants of the Netherlands. The aristocracy held power at this
time, represented by the aristocratic episteme, but the Dutch signaled the start of what was
the emergence of capitalism. The Dutch economy was predicated on the various rules and
regulations of a varied group of business people and traders, called Mercantilists. Fernand
Braudel posits that “Mercantilism was the guiding principle of economic policy (and the
7

related theory) in the age of the absolute ruler” (542). But it was a struggle, as the
Mercantilists were traders and the crown sought to maintain position and power. Therefore,
the elector of Saxony, the representative of the crown in what was to become Germany,
established the first porcelain factory in Europe as a means to localize the manufacture of the
highly prized commodity and retain a financial interest in its production. The ‘Arcanum’ was
first developed by the chemist and mathematician Tschirnhaus and his assistant Böttger, that
led to the establishment of the Meissen Porcelain Factory. The establishment of porcelain
factories helped to reinforce the objectives of a traditional role of power, the ruler as an
aristocratic personage, and its incumbent inherited title and wealth.
The next section of chapter one is concerned with the establishment of Sèvres, the
porcelain manufacture of Louis the XV. The history of French porcelain is accompanied by
the economics of the Physiocrats and to a degree by the economic policy of Colbert.
Even in Colbert’s time, and in the reign of the Louis the XV, it is said, many of them
(férmiers-generaux and other office holders) were putting money into the commercial
and even manufacturing enterprises, particularly companies (like St. Cloud,
Vincennes and Sèvres) and manufactories with royal privilege. (Braudel 400)

The French intellectuals Turgot, Contillon and in particular Quesnay, described liberal
processes, outlining the necessity of a financial condition tied to an agrarian economy, in the
attempt to address the growing dominance of economics in daily life. They asserted “that
complete freedom of trade should be maintained; for the policy for internal and external trade
which is most secure, the most correct and the most profitable for the nation and state,
consists in full freedom of competition”. This was summarized in the slogan “Laissez faire,
laissez faire” (Landreth et al 46). Adam Smith identified this effect as the “invisible hand”.
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The final section of chapter one concludes with the rise of Josiah Wedgewood,
arguably the first true capitalist. Descended from potters, Wedgwood took advantage of the
times and utilized every invention and innovation he could access, including the steam
engine, while digging canals and working on improving the capacity to transport his wares
all over the continent. Wedgewood, a non-aristocrat, marks the advent of the capitalist
episteme, the era in question in chapter two. Wedgewood serves as the example in this
section as the rise of capitalism stems from an increasingly industrialized culture and
economic condition creating the possibility of a working class artisan to rise to the level of
the aristocrat, becoming the capitalist boss and innovator. Wedgewood’s basalt, a very fine
black clay body, is considered by some as a kind of porcelain, a very specialized clay body,
but porcelain came late to the British Isles. While Josiah Spode used bone ash to create a soft
paste porcelain body called bone china, it was Wedgewood’s all around innovations and
strength as an entrepreneur that situates him at the heart of this argument. Notions of
freedom and autonomy are taking hold in the late 18 century as capitalism emerged as an
th

applicable method for wresting substance from production, as opposed to the aristocratic
tradition of inheriting wealth and position. Empiricism was highly valued in English
philosophy, as set forth by Locke, Hume and Smith. Both Locke and Smith advocated a
loosening of the grip of external power, i.e. government or the crown, often dependent upon
tradition and custom that led to the stifling of expansion by an individual through innovation,
in favor of that of natural consequences, the market, for Smith and the thing itself, for Locke.
“‘We should not judge of things by men’s opinions, but of opinions by things’. We should
look to ‘the things themselves … to examine our own abilities’” (Audi 507). Thus the
incipient English empiricism would fuel the rise in capitalism, classical economics and the
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emergent role of liberality, as it comes to light in chapter two.
Chapter two begins at the end of the 18 century with an examination of the French
th

revolution and its effect on the role of the crown, and its proto-philosophical inspiration, the
Romantic movement. Kant and Hegel articulate an increasing consciousness toward freedom,
a recognition of an emergent transformation that sees a shift from the aristocratic to a
capitalist episteme. In Kant’s Critique of Judgement, he posits that genius is the “innate
mental aptitude through which nature gives the rule to art” (Abrams 207). The romantic ideal
of the genius is deconstructed in this chapter to a degree, and will be further addressed in
chapter three examining Schopenhauer’s reliance on a gendered specificity. Foucault’s
contribution to this chapter includes his thinking about representation that informs a move
toward a culture of agency. Foucault also deepens the approach to writing about history,
“recasting the discussion about ‘art’ into discussions about representation” (Gallagher and
Greenblatt 17). The mimetic nature of early porcelain as it reflects its Asian origins begins to
achieve an aesthetic of deeper originality, in particular that which observes nature as in the
porcelain of Meissen in sculptor Kändler’s work. Porcelain’s history is reviewed through the
scholarship of Walcha, Paredes and Fäy-Halle and Mundt, whose studies highlight the lasting
abilities of the grand porcelain factories of Europe. The interpretation of the traditional
history of porcelain into the lens of an integrated art and economic process seeks to
contribute to the literature of art and money and the material culture inherent in making.
Marx is a central figure in the 19 century economic landscape. Marx’s theories of
th

labor, commodity fetishism, and historical materialism are present in the history of this time
period, bringing the capitalist episteme under critique. Marx’s lasting influence is well
known. Porcelain’s development as a viable art material continues apace, especially in the
10

growing number of artists’ studios emerging during the arts and crafts movements in England
and the USA. Marx influenced Georg Lukács, whose ideas about reification and class
consciousness also inform this section. Karl Polanyi’s ideas about economic embeddedness
come into view as he writes about this time period in The Great Transformation, a helpful
book about the shift from traditional economies to capitalist and industrial conditions.
Additionally, the economic writings of Malthus and Ricardo are discussed as foils to Marx’s
contemporary, the Utilitarian thinker, John Stewart Mill. Mill’s notion of freedom as a liberal
ideology stems from the expansion into the sociologic ideas introduced by Compte,
broadening applications of economic theory into the community. However, it is worth noting
that Foucault claims notions of freedom are in fact a product of the ruling class and not an
inherent ‘right of man’ per se. He posits that the
genealogical analysis shows that the concept of liberty is an ‘invention of the
ruling classes’ and not fundamental to man’s nature or at the root of his
attachment to being and truth. What is found at the historical beginning of
things is not the inviolable identity of their origin; it is the dissention of other
things. (Language 142)
Thus, considering freedom is complicated by this descent into deepening chasm of
representations and contingencies. The contingent is not necessarily inherent.
The chapter ends with an examination of the Arts and Crafts Movements in England,
led by William Morris and John Ruskin. Both men seek the recuperative efforts inherent in
the artist’s workshop as an antidote to the increasingly alienating industrial production whose
brisk growth in the second half of the 19 century led to upheavals and displacements that
th

welcomed alternatives including the autonomous rights of the artist craftsmen, the freedom
inherent in a developed and cultivated skill and the economic gain possible from owning the
means of production, even on a very small scale. Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic and the
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Spirit of Capitalism traces the history of the rise of capitalism through the Calvinist work
ethic and how work in a calling stemming from the ascetic impulse present in a puritan ethic
led to the rise of capitalism. His writing reflects the effect of the Reformation and the role of
the United States on the rapid increase of capital in the late 19 century.
th

As the history of porcelain continues to unfold, chapter three introduces the early
decades of the 20 century. Opening at the end of the 19 century, this chapter considers the
th

th

porcelain work of Adelaide Robineau, an arts and crafts practitioner who demonstrates the
power of the artist craftsman working in a studio, as opposed to an institution, factory or
manufactory. Additionally, an incipient feminist politic is present in Robineau’s approach to
work. Building on Kant’s notion of the genius as the mediating rule between art and nature,
Schopenhauer’s gendering of genius is considered in this section. Next, economic history is
considered through the theoretical contributions of Menger and Marshall. As key figures in
the theoretical development of economics in Vienna, Carl Menger and Alfred Marshall’s
work contains clues to the development of market economics that exploit the increasingly
modern assumptions of heterogeneity in an incipient global market. Bergson’s Creative
Evolution is an important text here, linking Menger’s understanding of time to a more
abstract explication of time and duration, concepts that can be linked to the evolution of the
practice of the art of porcelain at the turn of the 20th century. Bergson’s theories about
duration and temporality are explored in relation to William James’s ideas about pragmatism
and Thorstein Veblen’s economic institutionalism and his ideas about ‘conspicuous
consumption’. Pragmatism is further considered through the writing of John Dewey and in
particular, his understanding of the artist as a progressive element in society. Porcelain’s
connection to these thinkers persist and is revealed further in the invention of conceptual art.
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A pivotal moment in the art scene in the early 20 century happens during the 1917
th

Armory Show of Independent Artists. A particularly important artwork from this time is
Duchamp’s Fountain, whose history is included here not only because of its nature as a
porcelain object, but also because it marks the origin of the concept as art, the artist as
curator and the found object as art material. Porcelain’s role as the substance of Duchamp’s
pun, a prank, really, imbued the irony of its exquisite origins in the complex of the real
component of its function as a toilet and the question of appropriation.
Chapter three is called the democratic episteme, as this section discusses a dialogic
burgeoning, politically and culturally. In the economic theory of the time, John Maynard
Keynes is highlighted. His work is especially important as a proponent of the demos, from
his critique of the Treaty of Versailles to his introduction of the idea of macro-economics, a
prescient factor in the development of world systems theory and globalization, underlining an
increasingly democratic episteme. Additionally, the Bauhaus is considered in this chapter as
an educational institution that advocated an integrated aesthetic condition, one that upheld
art, craft, design and architecture in an inclusive mode that could elevate the mundane toward
a higher method of being. As such, the Bauhaus made clear the imperative of the art to life
movement as central to the exertion of an improved quality of life for more people. Walter
Gropius’s writing and the work of ceramist Marguerite Wildenhain (Gropius, the founder,
and Wildenhain, a student of the Bauhaus) each held up and demonstrated the integration of
art and life as an ideal. Heidegger’s importance in this dissertation is manifold. In this
section, he is situated with the Bauhaus as he questions the difference between the object and
the Thing. For Heidegger, a Thing has a sort of soul, a sense of being, in particular through
the observation of Van Gogh’s painting of shoes, and also through an analysis of a piece of
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pottery. As such, Heidegger provides a philosophical ground from which to situate ceramics,
and in this instance, porcelain, from a phenomenological perspective. Latour complicates
Heidegger by questioning his approach to the relational. Nietzsche informs Heidegger’s
perspective on tradition. Walter Benjamin’s skepticism about authenticity as beholden to the
actual, original work of art further complicates Heidegger’s assertions about Thingness.
These four thinkers exhibit the dialogical nature of the times, bringing discourse, argument
and the questioning of tradition into view as part of the democratic episteme. Benjamin’s
critique of the ritual nature of art and its subversive counter part, the reproduction, in
particular in photography and film, I have utilized as it can be applied to ceramics. Porcelain
has within its tradition the reproducing element of industrial multiplicity by the use of molds,
not unlike the artwork and its mechanical reproducibility in Benjamin but in a parallel sense
in porcelain. As a counter point and as part of the reactionary nature of the traditional and
international ceramics movement developing globally, I have included the dominating
personalities of Shoji Hamada and Bernard Leach, describing their commitment to a
traditional and paternalistic practice of ceramics as pottery reinforced by the intellectual
authority of Soetsu Yanagi, a connoisseur of Japanese folk art and pottery.
The final section in chapter three opens with the studio pottery of Lucie Rie and the
more brutalist ceramics of Lucio Fontana, who sought to expand art beyond “the autonomous
art object” (White 123). Both Rie and Fontana possessed an irreverence toward their material
that confronted convention and sought to engage in an aesthetic discourse that occupied a
role greater than the modest assumptive position that Hamada and Leach provided. Finally,
Joseph Schumpeter provides the economic theoretical framework for this time period,
exemplifying innovation and advocating change within the economy. Schumpeter’s
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definition of creative destruction parallels that of the artists mentioned in this chapter,
representing a break in the traditional approach to ceramics and the advent of an avant-garde
that would include porcelain as an art material.
As we continue to examine the way porcelain brings to light the integration of
aesthetics and economics, we shall look at Karl Polany's concept of an embedded economy.
The aesthetic within the economic undermines an increasingly alienating political economy
determined by abstract markets, again, emphasizing the democratic epistemic development
necessary to a healthy community. To broaden the very nature of the aesthetic, not to serve a
political agenda, as Benjamin argued against, but one that demonstrates a social matrix based
in beauty, nature and the emergent processes inherent in consciousness, is what is at play
here. That includes and embraces materiality such as the porcelain experiments described in
historic terms and in the evolutionary digressions characteristic of advancing culture.
Chapter four opens by imagining alternatives, blending tradition with the modern, the
exotic and the ordinary, as one person’s ordinary is another’s exotic and vice versa,
increasingly at play in the postmodern condition. Economics and economies are more of a
process than a condition, as explained by Marglin. The same holds true for the social and the
aesthetic. Process, practice and duration are principle elements in any condition that has the
impetus to become. Keynes’s nearly Marxist assertion of the necessity of state intervention in
times of economic crisis and Schumpeter’s creative destruction discussed in chapter three
foreshadow an introduction to a liberal recuperation attempted by Hayek in the nineteenforties. The Bretton Woods summit is considered at the start of chapter four, marking the
beginning of a world system of truly connected economic forces attempting to thwart mass
destruction on the heels of world war two, emblematic of the global episteme. I will consider
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education as an element in the increasingly important role of art and aesthetics in social
expression in chapter three. Chapter four continues this trajectory in a discourse addressing
the art and craft divide, a chasm created within philosophy and the art education system and
described in the writings of Glenn Adamson, Larry Shiner and Arthur Danto. Adamson’s
scholarly writings are a product of the museum system while Shiner and Danto are both
academics with teaching as their baseline practice. This distinction is important, I think,
because the museum curator deals more directly with the public consumption of his point of
view, while the academic is imperiled by the graduate and undergraduate student. In
deconstructing the art and craft divide, historically and theoretically, myriad factors
intercede, demonstrating the shifts and changes in attitude and practice continually emerging
within the aesthetic condition. Porcelain has the odd privilege of existing both as an art
material and as part of the craft tradition. However, those limited definitions expand in
contemporary practice as artists using porcelain broaden its expressive nature.
The continued use of an epistemic methodology informs the inclusive historicism of
chapter four. A global episteme is on the rise in the mid-20 century. The artists I have chosen
th

to discuss in chapter four best articulate the contextual hybridity increasingly emergent in the
global condition of communities. Situating artists using porcelain within the framework of
time allows those artists to find a commonality with each historical context and to reveal a
mediated economic contingency inherent in each artist’s process.
Eva Zeisel opens chapter four as the artist/designer whose porcelain work is
characterized by a sense of community and that helps discern the Modern, as such, from the
modern. The distinction between modern, Modern and postmodern are addressed in this
chapter. Modernity, as process, is described with a small ‘m’ and is the sort of modernization
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that Zeisel represents. Modern, with a capital ‘M’, as such, is considered within the art world
system as a specific timeframe, from about 1900 – 1960, with artists working after this point
considered postmodern. However, these definitions are under constant modification as
scholars defend and redefine these descriptives. For our purposes here, I am using these
terms to help define attitudes as well as styles, modern with a small m, as in Zeisel’s
example, one that is concerned primarily with community, while Modern, capital M, is
related to style, divorced from community, imposing an international style and broad
flattening of difference in favor of a generalized aesthetic, an ‘unfinished project’ according
to Habermas. Zeisel, as a designer, also serves as an example of an artist whose interest in
consumption is important, not in the pejorative, but as a form of domestic elevation,
consumption as a form of self expression and the elevation of quality of life.
The economics of this time are described by the influential writings of F. A. Hayek,
whose Road to Serfdom had a slow start as an influential text, coming at the same moment as
the Bretton Woods summit, but whose popularity increased during the cold war. It may be
argued that the anticommunist sentiments that led to policies stemmed in large part from the
Hayek affect. Keynes’s presence at the Bretton Woods conference is an important part of this
chapter, and his state interventionist policies were applied through the forming of the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. The institutional developments stemming
from Bretton Woods were in direct opposition to Hayek’s imperative of the individual and
his assertions toward the recuperative ideals of the liberal ideologies of mid-19 century
th

utilitarian thinker, John Stuart Mill (as discussed in chapter two). Nascent free market
economic policies can be traced to these histories and the incipient neoliberal processes that
followed.
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The difference between economics and economies is introduced in chapter four, part
of a growing concern between a global versus a local society. Art in general and porcelain in
particular are applied to the revisionist efforts on the part of aesthetic economic processes
within a community, emphasizing relational elements immanent in the work of art and its
function in exchange. Porcelain demonstrates the move from precious element to ubiquitous
commodity, a suitable art material expressing independent form, but also with an historic
provenance that adds to its complex addition to the vernacular. Art and exchange provide a
vibrant platform for the unfolding of community, embracing its historicism but capable of
autonomous expression, allowing the artist a true writ of agency. The writings of Marcel
Mauss are cited in this section as a means to describe the deepening of society through the
gift, integral to an embedded aesthetic process within a community. Mauss had a profound
affect on George Bataille, whose work argues the necessity for an economic function to give
way to the practice of economy within an integrated community. Economies outweigh
economics.
Mid-twentieth century ceramics was a passionate interest on the west coast of the
United States. Beatrice Wood, purported author of the R. Mutt Manifesto of chapter three,
moved to Ojai north of Los Angeles after learning about making ceramics from Otto and
Gertrude Natzler. Peter Voulkos and his cohort from Otis elevated ceramics to the level of art
in expressive sculptures that disregarded the constraints of tradition. The grand narrative,
present in the developing world systems theory of Immanuel Wallerstein, returns in an
attempt to reorganize and codify the broadening condition of social theory. E. F.
Schumacher’s ideals of a small scale approach to social and economic development with an
eye to community health and well being stand in opposition to Milton Friedman’s
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furtherance of Hayek’s call to individual freedom. Gilles Deleuze is cited in this section on
the sixties with his prescient work of repetition and difference, foretelling of the postmodern
to come.
Chapter four concludes with the artwork of Ruth Duckworth, Betty Woodman and Judy
Chicago. Women artists are increasingly present in spite of the continued chauvinism of a
male dominated art world system. The plastic nature of ceramics and porcelain are seductive
material considerations for these artists. Frederic Jameson writes about postmodernism as
grand narratives are questioned, complexity embraced, and the hybridity present in an
increasingly global context imbues its influence on the arts of the day. Finally, Jeff Koons is
considered and I refer to him as an overstated throwback, a symptom of a beleaguered time
of aristocratic earnestness fraught with frivolous and erotic references, whose economic
impact is negligible within a specific locale, but partakes of the global economy in an
unsustainable way. John Kenneth Galbraith wraps the chapter with a nod to Keynesianism
and a more measured approach to economics as applied policy.
The final chapter of the dissertation, chapter five, is organized in three sections,
beginning with a look at Louise Bourgeois’s porcelain work, Nature Study, produced at
Sèvres in 1995. This chapter circles back to chapter one in that each artist exampled here
worked at porcelain facilities and places mentioned at the start of this dissertation. Sèvres
continues to be an active participant in the global art world system by inviting contemporary
artists to create work at the ancient facility. Bourgeois was invited as part of a program of
contemporary art integrated at Sèvres, partly to sustain a contemporary currency for the
ancient facility but also to pay tribute to artists whose esteem was given. Nature Study is a
unique example of porcelain as its overtly psychological implications place it within the
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realm of the contemporary feminist art of its time, as well as the gender ambiguity
represented. In discussing Bourgeois’s art, I refer to the excellent study by Mignon Nixon,
whose research into Bourgeois’s history and relationship to Melanie Klein proved insightful.
Additionally, Juliet Mitchell’s writings contribute to the psychoanalytic nature of the work,
in particular building on Nixon’s observances of Bourgeois’s consistent referrals and
dependence on Klein’s object theory. Deleuze and Guattari add to the elements of desire in
Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, as desire and the psychoanalytic find relevance
in the realm of the economy. David Harvey rounds out this section as his work on
neoliberalism introduces the economic factors in play at his time, indicating the neoliberal
episteme applying pressure at his time. Harvey’s contribution brings to the fore the consistent
return to class warfare, to the imperative elevation of wealth and the ongoing nature of the
esteem of the proper consideration of the beautiful and an aesthetic, rarefied condition.
Porcelain, as produced by Sèvres, struggles to throw off its shackles of the aristocratic
lineage from which it arose. Bourgeois’s work in porcelain, for all its transgressive qualities,
perpetuates this classism as opposed to deconstructing it.
The next section of chapter five examines the work of Chinese artist Ai Weiwei,
specifically, his Sunflower Seed Project, returning to the global episteme, as the peripatetic
nature of Ai allows this massive enterprise to be taken up. This sculptural undertaking was
produced in Jingdezhen, the ‘porcelain city’ in China, the birthplace of porcelain discussed in
chapter one as part of the desire for the acquisition of the ‘white gold’, starting the porcelain
craze that inspired the interest in developing porcelain in Europe. Imported first by the Dutch
traders from this Chinese port, its presence inflamed the desire of its acquisition. Ai’s work
impacts the local economy of Jingdezhen while spreading multiple layers of metaphoric
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symbolism in its display. The role of the artist in community is at play in this work and his
ability to use porcelain to connote the essential nature of both the sunflower seed itself and its
ability to depict the lowly snack as a massive social intervention reflects the central position
of the artist in community. Gayatri Spivak’s writings on alterity and the other, exacerbated in
the global episteme, contribute significant argumentation in light of the artist’s role in
community. Amartya Sen’s work Development and Freedom adds the argument for
development as essential in an increasingly global economy.
This project ends with a look at the artwork created by Arlene Shechet while at a
residency at the Meissen Porcelain Factory in Dresden. The site of the start of this
dissertation, Meissen is a poignant part of this history, completing the circle reflecting the
incipient nature of the German Factory, hidden during the cold war, and finally open to
artists now since 2010. Her interventions within the factory and collections afterward at
museums in Providence and New York, represent the topological episteme that concludes my
study. Shechet’s work produced there represents an idiosyncratic approach to both ceramics
and especially porcelain, one that embraces the irreverent qualities of her contemporary
syntax coupled with a sensitivity that allowed the observations and utilizations of the
facility’s full spectrum. Like Bourgeois and Ai, Shechet brings a contemporary language to a
traditional material and technique while working in one of the oldest continuously producing
porcelain factories in the world. Shechet’s residency in 2012-13 provides an opportunity to
revisit Meissen, this time in the guise of imposing a contemporary visual syntax within the
traditional facility, disrupting and questioning the authority of the traditional foundation of
the manufactory. Her practice makes evident a recovery and a revitalization of the potential
inherent in porcelain as an art material and in the semiotic hybridity of the interjection of
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Shechet’s abstractions in combination with the more staid and practiced forms of the
predictable Meissen vocabulary. Shechet not only created works out of her own imaginative
force, but in the exhibitions developed after the residency, at RISD and at the Frick in New
York City, she curated juxtapositions of the archives of both museum’s collections that led to
unexpected interactions. She placed tea cups upside down and saucers displayed with their
backs facing out revealing what is on the backside. Small figurative sculptures are exhibited
with their backside facing forward, displaying what is generally hidden.
Porcelain’s capacity as a vanguard art material, capable of expressing contemporary
concerns around the deepening of psychological and biographical references as well as
playfully irreverent original forms, is furthered in this section. The hitherto tradition-bound
nature of porcelain was underpinned by its aristocratic and inherently authoritarian
proclivities, both in response to its difficulty in developing and making as well as its expense
and the eventually fragile nature of the end product. However, Shechet, Ai and Bourgeois
each contribute to the reconsideration of porcelain’s ability to iterate contemporary issues
and symbology, as well as being immersively responsive to the artist’s touch. As the mantle
of tradition melts away around the ‘white gold’, new, playful expressions reveal her nature.
The economic embeddedness within porcelain’s capacity is as a functioning and essential
material, placed at the center of the possibility of the role of the artist in community, reveals
the full spectrum of her ability to contribute to the aesthetic development of that community
in tandem with the economic development of a place. The economy is lost without the
aesthetic and porcelain’s scope as an art material, one whose expression finds permanence in
the kiln, infiltrates an economic process that holds an important position in the role of the
artist in community.
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To further illustrate my argument of the embedded aesthetic with a local economy, I
look to Stephen Marglin’s The Dismal Science: How Thinking Like an Economist
Undermines Community. Modernity sets up the continued specialization of areas of practice.
As such, porcelain became more and more isolated from a broader field of application by
virtue of its inherent complexity and expense. In a post-modern world, diversity and
increasing hybridity loosen the fettered nature of materials like porcelain from the hitherto
traditional roles of dishes, commodity, and aristocratic symbol. Barriers that have limited the
expression and integrated the potential of porcelain within the global art world and in more
pointed areas of particular communities have fallen dramatically. The continuance of
porcelain’s manufacture at the ancient sites discussed in chapter one and chapter five are a
testament to its staying power. However, porcelain and ceramics find a receptive audience in
diverse areas of the economy and stands as an important material to assert the economic
process within an aesthetic application. Marglin posits that a strictly classical economic
approach, one that relies exclusively on market factors and negates the conditions that can be
called aesthetic, leave communities bereft and even self-destructing.
In a reexamination of the notion of the episteme, first discussed in Foucault and
returned to in Marglin, the argument between episteme and techne arise in the final section of
the last chapter. Aristotle’s Ethics is referenced and credit to the practice of a craft is
recuperated, one that is not absent knowledge, but that includes experience. Marglin argues
that classical economics relies too heavily on knowledge alone, that experience is left out of
the equation, and that the accidental itself might have a role. He credits Descartes with the
dubious honor of privileging knowledge over experience, that the isolated revelation of the
thinker present in the cogito takes precedent, outside of the relational interactive experience
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of being part of a social body.
Thus, the history of porcelain and its relationship to economics considers issues of art
in society, the revolutionary tendencies in political economies that are affected by the
aesthetic and finally, the importance and necessity of an embedded, liberal economy with the
artist as central player. The artist is trained in techne and episteme, each particular
contributing to the necessary broadening of conception that reveals consciousness and the
inclusivity broadly lacking in the constrictive and reactive specialization of a political
economy, under which we are currently suffering. By bringing the artist into the economic
developmental realm, the very nature of economics is transformed to include community and
to transform the nature of a strictly market-based experience to one of a considered aesthetic
domain. By privileging the aesthetic condition, beauty and morality, à la Kant, we have lost
track of the very essence of the nature of art in the world. Derrida points out the relationship
between oikonomia and mimesis and goes on to analyze Kant’s role in their separation. I use
Derrida’s Economimesis to help recuperate the aesthetic process inherent in economies in
order to forward my thesis of an Econo-Aesthetic. In conclusion, I assert that linking
aesthetics and economies is the theoretical underpinning of an enlightened community.
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Chapter 1
The Aristocratic Episteme: The Origin of European Porcelain
Economics and aesthetics, considered from the point of view of porcelain production
and the evolution of art itself, is a complex topic at best. Intertextually linking theoretical and
practical economic history with aesthetics will help create the necessary foundation in order
to begin to demonstrate first, the history of a relationship between art, in the guise of
porcelain, and money, and second, the essential participation of the artist in developing
healthy communities. My argument establishes the benefit of an integration of economics
and aesthetics, or the recognition of the need for a stronger consciousness of that process.
This process is accomplished by examining the role of desire and its expression through the
development and acquisitive quality of porcelain in the build up of the prestige economy in
the aristocratic episteme and beyond. Deleuze and Guatarri posit that, “there is no desiringmachine capable of being assembled without demolishing entire social sectors” (A-O 118)
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and that is the power that porcelain exerts as thing, object and material. Porcelain’s character
was originally one of a rare and exotic material initially imported from Asia, but developed
as an indigenous substance used in the making of exquisite objects in Europe through the 18th
century. The necessity of an embedded condition for the artist in community will be revealed
throughout the project. In order to lay a foundation for my argument, I will open with a brief
history of the origins of economics in the Netherlands, the Dutch effect on the rise of a thirst
for porcelain and then link that history of porcelain and the aesthetic condition in three
examples: Germany, France and England. Why porcelain? For one thing, the role of
porcelain in an Econo-aesthetic process has been underrepresented in scholarship. Historian
Robert Finlay observes that, “[d]espite the significance of porcelain in long-distance
commerce for centuries, economic historians have shown scant interest in it. […] Such work
seldom addresses larger historical considerations, economic ones in particular” (11). It is
through the example of porcelain that we will see how the linkage of economic theory to that
of the history of porcelain provides empirical evidence into the nature of art and money. A
second and crucial point to the argument asks how does a connection between porcelain and
economics demonstrate the viability of the artist in community? The artist using porcelain
has been neglected as a vibrant member of community over time, and that disregard creates a
paucity of cultural potential and impairs the viability of the social role of the artist.
Capitalism itself became and remains the overarching condition of the economic order of the
world. Order is a misleading term here because capitalism lacks order, it lacks unity and it
continues to obfuscate true economic parity for the majority of the population. That said,
porcelain helps establish clues as to Capitalism’s roots and its destructive tendencies that are
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exerted onto communities in situ. The history of capitalism has an important origin in the
Netherlands and is clearly represented by the Dutch importation of porcelain from China.
This study provides clues and a key into the argument of the conscious and
participatory linkage of art and money, the embrace of which benefits both the artist and the
social effect of that dynamic. Kant established the importance of autonomy and agency,
especially vital for the artist, and Descartes began that process through the cogito. Thinking
as a function of being was revelatory for the early philosophers and is viewed as a paradigm
shift in the agency possible through the sheer power of thought. Descartes, Leibniz,
Rousseau, and Locke suggest thinking at play in each country discussed. Both Descartes
and Spinoza spent considerable time in the Netherlands, a testament to the importance of
Holland in the seventeenth century as well as it tolerance of a multicultural population and
class system. Fernand Braudel wrote extensively about this period and describes the lives
and economic conditions of common folk, shifting the traditional histories of wars, kings
and nobles, broadening the very definition of history. In addition, Hauser’s art historical
analysis and its social inclusiveness helps situate my thinking about the context of porcelain
production. Finlay’s essential scholarly work on the history of porcelain lays important
ground work for the entire project. Niehans, Landreth and Colander help outline the general
history of economics, prefacing the later economic thought to come. The aesthetic writings
of Baumgarten, Voltaire, and Hutcheson round out the intertextual endeavor ahead. But
even before examining the primary factors at play in European porcelain’s history at the
turn of the eighteenth century, it is helpful to consider briefly the Dutch impact on a rapidly
globalizing economy in the previous century.
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1.1

The Dutch Miracle
The Dutch dominance of trade and the emergence of mercantilism in the 17th century

touched off the rise and ferociousness of both capitalism and globalization. As the middle
ages receded and expertise in navigation, ship building and mapping improved, trade was
rapidly expanding in an increasingly international reach. Porcelain was primarily an exotic
import – the other, the technology for the precious clay production beyond the reach of
potters outside the orient. Earthenware and stoneware, common ceramic practices well
established for millennium, served the domestic needs of the peasantry. However,
aristocratic and wealthy consumers craved the more expensive, rare commodity, adding
prestige to their tables and parlors. Delft, majolica and faience were very early attempts to
copy the ‘white gold’ coming out of china in the late 16th and well into the 17th century.
Dutch merchants and traders were the early importers of the china ware that created a desire
for a rare and exotic commodity. The porcelain craze took over European consciousness in
the early modern period. Holland dominated the economic horizon of Europe in the 17th
century, engaging in the first truly robust modern capitalist economic process, one that
would make it clear for the rest of the world the power inherent in trade and money.
Porcelain was part of this trajectory as an imported luxury good and the European
aristocracy got a taste of the rare commodity and pursued it with aplomb. Desire emerged
from a want of the white gold and markets grew in response to the demand. The popularity
of porcelain contributed to the growth of economies on the ground. Prior to the Dutch
interventions, capitalism languished in an infancy stunted by nationalism and the tradition
bound governments of monarchies and aristocracy.
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“It is impossible to exaggerate the importance of Holland in the seventeenth century”
(Russell 559) both in thinking and in economic development. The Dutch gave clarity and
velocity to capitalism. Thinkers that flourished in the Netherlands in the seventeenth century
included Descartes and Spinoza. Both articulated systems of thought that informed and
influenced much of the philosophy and science of the following epoch. Their presence in
Holland, Descartes a French-born citizen and Spinoza, a descendant of Sephardic Jews that
immigrated there from Spain, were part of the broader Dutch conduciveness to liberal
thinking, writing and exposition. Additionally, the openness of the Netherlands allowed an
open space to the flourishing of intellectuals like Descartes and Spinoza, giving this small
and somewhat obscure country an entire century of unfettered dominance. The robust
economy made the country an attractive refuge. Spinoza’s secular ethics spoke to a
heteronomy, a collective ideal that looked upon community as the priority in situating oneself
within an ethical prerogative. In contrast, Descartes revealed a newer idea, that of the cogito,
thought itself determining being, that led to Kant’s development of ideas of autonomy and a
priori thinking, privileging the independent and free mind, leading to the ahistorical subject.
These two points of view, the bourgeois subject in Descartes and Kant and by contrast, the
communitarian subject of Spinoza, lays a foundational dialectic for the pursuit of an
aesthetic/economic condition. The energy released in these dialectical underpinnings
impacted politics, history and economics. At the time, these novel ideals created a schism
between the agency of man versus divine intervention. The divine was part of the creative
spirit of the age, fueled by the collective, while the independent thinker and moral behaviorist
acted with autonomy and free will, propelled by the agency inherent in the individual.
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1.2

Mercantilism
Before capitalism became the force we know it today, economic practice and the

subsequent discourse from about the 16th century into the 18th century revolved around
finance, banking and the regulation of trade within a condition referred to as mercantilism.
Mercantilism was developed by merchants, traders, and businessmen who regarded the
intrinsic value of silver and gold as the means to keep track of exchange. Deep in the thick
of business and trade, the mercantilists were doing what they could to articulate particular
policies that were relevant to their own business interests, and as such, mercantilism never
became a fully fleshed out economic system per se, but was more a mere smattering of
pamphlets. Mercantilism was never a cogent or even a cohesive theoretical underpinning
establishing an orderly economic condition. It evolved out of the rapid growth of the Dutch
trading culture that came into prominence during the early modern period. Formed by a
heterogeneous pool of Dutch “bourgeois merchants, manufacturers, bankers, and shippers;
her typical rank and file were not peasants but shopkeepers and craftsmen, sailors and
mechanics” (Williams, E. N. 24). Mercantilism was the de facto economic system of the
early days of global trade. The Dutch emerged as a sudden economic dynamo on the
incipient modern horizon emerging in the dusk of the Middle Ages in Europe. The
Netherlands commanded an early position in the trading potential of the high seas by virtue
of their expertise in shipbuilding as well as their geographic location along a vast expanse
of coastline. Their population had an unencumbered opportunity to participate in a
relatively open market system of fairs and trade due to the lack of an overbearing monarch
or aristocratic class system. The Dutch also established ports between China and Europe,
establishing an early colonial practice that destroyed cultures while taking advantage of
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their general geographic convenience. The Dutch were predominantly bourgeoisie with a
strong middle class. Importation for resale was an important component of the Dutch
economy and porcelain played a role in their success. Asia was the primary supplier of
porcelain and the Dutch were considerably equipped to bring it home or ship it further
abroad.
Porcelain’s origin is of Chinese pedigree but its broad distribution by the Dutch
created a market thirst that led to the development of its domestic formulation and
production. The added caveat of its inextricable link to economics and aesthetic development
is especially clear in its early manufacture and distribution. Porcelain was an expensive
commodity for early European traders and consumers as an import from China. The Asian
supply is part of the European story, as the desire for porcelain was created in part due to its
exotic roots, its rare nature and its limited availability. China introduced the rare commodity
to the European market beginning in the fourteenth century as incipient trade routes, like the
Silk Road, increased in use. The capacity for consumption emerged as the middle ages
transitioned into the Renaissance. Access to wealth for more people began a steady
expansion as skill, production and trade gradually found a footing in the burgeoning empires
flourishing under evolving ideologies. While the start of economic thought itself as a
particular discipline did not find a strong voice until later with the rise of the Physiocrats,
mercantilism was the emergent economic condition born of necessity started simply as a
diverse array of writings describing discrete business policies of individual merchants,
traders, and trading companies, and it expressed its economic influence as trade increased.
Trade itself became more globalized with the invention of long-range shipping, the
improvement of roads and transportation in general. Trade routes necessitated a more
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organized diplomatic corps, regulation and the advent of laws that were created with an eye
to foreign exchange.
This exchange included porcelain. It had been produced in China for over 500 years
before it became an export. The Chinese worked for thousands of years on the same spot
before porcelain revealed her pure white, translucent qualities. The first pottery shards
discovered were made over 20,000 years before the present day, discovered at an
archeological site in Jingdezhen, the “porcelain city” (Wu, et al 1; Finlay 18). Ceramic
production was part of the permanent landscape of Jingdezhen and it remains the capital of
porcelain production in China to this day. The early European aristocrats depended on the
importation of this exotic Asian commodity from Jingdezhen to amplify the representation
of their wealth.
The demand for porcelain’s unique qualities grew as its importation increased and
the codification of trade through mercantilism established the superiority of money vs.
barter, expanding economic domination of the Dutch in Europe from the 16th to the 18th
century. “The Vereenigte Oost-Indische Compagnie (United East India Company), or VOC,
of the United Provinces of the Netherlands carried more than 600,000 ceramics from China
every year between 1600 and 1700, 20 percent of which went to Europe” (Finlay 21). The
VOC was established in 1602 and was granted a monopoly on trading that lasted 20 years.
In 1621, the Dutch West India Company was founded, referred to as the WIC, and
expanded Dutch trade into the west Indies. These two Dutch trading companies dominated
this period of rapid fiscal growth in Europe. Porcelain was part of this narrative, flowing
from the far east into trade cycles as a luxury good and sought after by the well heeled. The
VOC and WIC were two behemoths of efficiency and commerce, with regular shipping
32

voyages abroad including routes to and from China and Japan. The Dutch traders partly
owed their success to superior ship building and mapping skill and access to the rivers,
ports and coastline of the Netherlands. Asian porcelain was a robust import from about the
14th century along with silk, spices and tea along the Silk Road. But it was the Dutch that
improved trade by establishing the high seas as better ways to transport large amounts of
products, and especially the fine porcelain that would be bulky and difficult to transport
over land. The fragile nature of porcelain also made it difficult to transport over land as
breakage was a major problem. The Dutch rise to financial domination during this time was
fraught with wars and instability that would unseat their position, but not before leaving a
mark upon the global stage of intellectual rigor. Thought, art, and culture flourished.
Spinoza and Descartes influenced European cultural development and their mark is left to
this day.
However, mercantilism’s impact left it mark as new forms of wealth increasingly
flowed into the world during this period of accelerated trade. Monetization and regulation
formed key components in the incipient era of economic theory and practice. Economics
and science both began to change the face of thought in the 17th century. Also referred to as
bullionism, mercantilism relied on precious metals to found this system as the holder of
value. A factor that evolved into the gold standard, the method of regulating trade well into
the 20th century. Production played a role in the economic condition of this period, but it
was trade and rapid growth that impacted European economies more fully and instability
developed as exposure to distant cultures clashed within isolated communities. The
articulation of economic ideas increased the mobility of money and the growth of exchange
and trade gained momentum. As such, economics elevated the quality of life of greater
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numbers of people, who then sought to hang on to their wealth and security in spite of the
destruction of cultural heteronomy. Early globalization included the development of
methods of exchange and attempts at the development of a standardized monetary system
that could be used to simplify business. Mercantilism sought a vibrant if sometime violent
interaction with the global economy and was dependent upon a universal value system in
the form of silver and gold coin. Wars between the Dutch and the British marked the
instability of this economic system and underscore the central and vital role economics in
general played in life and politics (Rommelse 606).
Mercantilism attempted to create a structure under all this prosperity but failed to
sustain itself as a political system. That failure to achieve a strong system of regulation or
diplomacy and a relative balance with trade led to an engagement of political forces jolted by
the rapid economic change immanent in the Dutch century of economic dominance. Dynamic
upheaval came about as a result of the volume of trade and exchange in those early days,
shifting the entire view of the world by individuals who were impacted by the effect of new
wealth and the increasing reach of the power central to that access of wealth itself. In spite of
mercantilism’s failure to sustain a systemic order, nations were born gradually out of the
fiefdoms of the middle ages, replacing domineering rulers, while laws and regulations were
born within the changing economic landscape. That the artist was at times the canny
participant and at others the ruled and oppressed puppet of the government was part of the
shifting horizon of an intensifying economic process. However, it is important to note that
the emergence of a strong economic condition did in fact bolster the country’s capacity to
produce great thinkers and artists.
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Private enterprise was the hallmark of the Dutch century of rapid economic growth.
Mercantilism appeared to resemble a free market economy and in some ways holds the
initial kernels of that theoretical framework. The importation of porcelain from China
seeped into a general European consciousness creating a thirst and market for the ‘white
gold’. The competing thinking of Descartes and Spinoza set up a dialectic that indicate a
vigorous and tolerant intellectual society. However, as a system based on currency, and at
the time of so much cultural diversity, with trade itself ending in wars, colonization, and
corruption on a massive scale, the Dutch century remains one that had a turbulent and
disruptive reign and was ultimately unsustainable.
1.3

The Aristocratic Episteme
From the 17th century Dutch miracle, to the 18th century, porcelain found its way

into domestic manufacture. The aristocratic episteme described in the following section,
introduced the Marxist concept of class as well as framing the economic prominence of the
ruling monarchs who would use porcelain to advance their privilege and selfaggrandizement. The first established porcelain factories in Europe were state supported,
the state during the aristocratic episteme being the crown. Aristocratic privilege and
economic dominance allowed for the rise of the porcelain industry to begin first in
Germany in Dresden at Meissen then in France at Sèvres. I choose Josiah Wedgewood as
the English example because he is the epitome of the early capitalist and entrepreneur who
explodes the aristocratic monopoly on wealth. An examination of these three instances of
porcelain production provide an analysis of the economic and aesthetic relationship through
the materiality of the description of historic and creative forces underpinning development
and production. The role of the monarch in the case of Meissen and Sèvres are in contrast to
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the rise of the industrialist potter in Josiah Wedgewood as the specter of capitalism rose
over Europe in the 18th century. The triumph of industrialism sees the development of a
political economy that shifts wealth away from aristocratic economies and attempts to keep
up with a new executer of power; the capitalist entrepreneur. The artist/potter gains a
foothold in the economic conditions of the day, foretelling the events of the 19th century and
the rise of the worker, the proletariat in Marxist terms, which threatens the crown’s
exclusive monopoly on economic conditions. The French revolution of 1789 starts a
centuries long shift from oligarchy to democracy.
The aristocratic economy stems from the 16th century, if not sooner, and continues
through the 18th century. It can be argued that it exists to this day. This is neither the
exclusive economy nor even the dominant economy of the period in question. The economies
of ordinary people, the commons, the common wealth, and the non-aristocrat exist as a
footnote in many histories, due in part to a lack of evidence, documents, art and material
remains. This lack represents a void to examine and represent, to imagine as well as reveal as
an aspect of the aesthetic imperative inherent in economies. While this section of our
exploration of porcelain is focused on the aristocratic episteme, it exists in an imbricated
relationship to the common episteme, that aspect of economies that occur on the ground, less
spectacular perhaps than the royal extravagance of the aristocrat, but possibly even more
compelling in its potential sustainability. The common episteme exists in contrast to the
aristocratic episteme and the fullness of its significance is attributed to Fernand Braudel. An
emergent voice of new historicism, Braudel covers the common, ordinary life in greater
depth, describing a heretofore underrepresented view of history. Production and labor are
activities that were ignored, part of the realm of alterity, one that set up a dialectical
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condition for the privileged to be privileged against. “There is no life in the Classical period,
nor any science of life; nor any philology either… In the same way, there is no political
economy, because, in the order of knowledge, production does not exist” (Foucault 166).
Production, for Foucault, is the realm of labor, of work. Prior to an expressed and articulated
view of a political economy, that condition was invisible. The more visible ‘middle floor’ of
the economy, according to Braudel, the market economy, is the doorway to a synoptic
reading of art and economics. A lack of evidence due to missing historical documents that
rend the material life opaque reveals a certain neglect exercised by the aristocratic inclination
of a traditional approach to history. The shifting approach to history as initiated by the
Annales School, includes the effort to describe the ‘middle floor’ of the economy, the
shadowy zone. Wallerstein’s interpretation of this concept from Braudel provides a helpful
contrast between the opacity both above and below the more transparent realm of the market
itself.
The market economy was a world of 'transparent' visible realities and it was
on the basis of “the easily observed processes that took place within them that
the language of economic science was originally founded”. By contrast, below
and above the market, the zones were "shadowy" or opaque.' The zone below,
the zone of material life, is "often hard to see for lack of adequate historical
documents." 1(Wallerstein on Braudel 355)

Ordinary life, for Braudel, is opaque, the ‘shadowy zone’ lying beneath the
transparent market economy. This includes production, per se, work done by serfs, slaves,
and wage earners, in other words those who live outside the more visible middle floor of the
market, that of exchange, in the aristocratic episteme. Braudel’s description of the aristocrat
is in fact a description of the capitalist, the realm above as the true capitalist domain where
“zones of turbulence” are created and only accessible for the select few that created this zone,
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“that ordinary people knew nothing of” (24). He describes the neglected zone beneath as a
“rich zone, like a layer covering earth” and he calls it “material life or material civilization”
(23). This describes the “ordinary life” of the non-aristocrat and forms the essential layer of
the common, the ordinary and that to which we aspire.
The zone of material life means the zone of real life, ordinary life for the vast
majority of the population. Wars, leaders, kings and hegemonic forces have been the stuff of
traditional histories. The art of the 17th and 18th centuries celebrate and show off wars, royal
persons and the heroic. Scale and hyperbole exemplify where attention lay in the telling of
this history. An exception is the art of the Netherlands. Vermeer and Rembrandt painted
images of this layer of life that was heretofore invisible in the aristocratic episteme, made
visible and worthy of recognition by virtue of their ability. “Netherlandish paintings reveal
the pursuit of a common goal–to make the painted image vividly present and to render the
unseen palpable” (Ainsworth). The history of painting connects to the history of porcelain as
an essential component in the record of a more complex economic and aesthetic history than
that of the one set forth by the aggrandizing individual. The relationship between economics
and aesthetics and their strangely intertwined yet difficult and paradoxical interaction have
long standing segregating forces at work. The rise of specialization, emergent in the thought
of Descartes, marks the incipient modern period, the era of specialization, individuation, the
scientific method, and communication. Descartes established thought itself as a ‘thing’, the
existence of which determines human being itself. This assertion begins a long trajectory of
the separation of thought from physical reality and formed the foundation of rationalism and
the coming age of enlightenment. “Descartes’ cogito signifies the origin of the a priori
notion inherent later in Kant and founds the school of rationalism, in direct contrast to the

38

empiricist school of John Locke” (The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy 870). The
empirical of Locke is important in my consideration of Wedgewood. Porcelain’s genealogy
addresses the unfortunate separation and overly specialized realm of the economic sector
from aesthetic practice as the objectification of aesthetics leaves the economic realm
wanting. Porcelain’s unique materiality, its ability to be shaped into forms from clay through
skill and agency, coupled with its history, reveals trigger points of access as it lives in the
interstices between expression and the market.
Foucault posits that production and political economy are linked and that they did
not exist prior to the mid 18th century (166). In On the Order of Things, Foucault
specifically articulates the realm of economics, as it exists within knowledge, connecting a
two-hundred-year trajectory of human being. Aesthetics is arguably linked to this
knowledge framework as well. Natural history and a general grammar, customs, traditions,
and codes of behavior, are stratified and reinforced in a class system that was little critiqued
or understood prior to the 18th century. Later philosophers like Nietzsche and Arendt
examine tradition, custom, genealogy, and morality as means of revealing the repressive
and unmoving fabric of oligarchic and traditional realms of power. Foucault writes,
On the other hand, there does exist in the 17th and 18th centuries a notion that
is still familiar to us today, though it has lost its essential precision for us. But
'notion' is not really the word we should apply to it, since it does not occur
within an interplay of economic concepts that it might displace to some slight
extent by taking over a little of their meaning or eating into their sphere of
application. It is more a question of a general domain: a very coherent and
very well-stratified layer that comprises and contains, like so many partial
objects, the notions of value, price, trade, circulation, income, interest. This
domain, the ground and object of 'economy' in the Classical age, is that of
wealth. (168)
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Wealth was the central economic ‘system’ in the aristocratic episteme, as it is wealth that
determines where a person lines up in the static social order that represents the hierarchical
relativism at play in the 17th and 18th centuries. Wealth also channels the potential for
economic flow in an unchanging world, one full of lords and ladies above the peasants,
serfs and slaves who fulfill the work of life, while the aristocrat and monarch enjoy the
fruits of their labor.
English philosopher David Hume, whose “influence is evident in the moral
philosophy and economic writings of his close friend Adam Smith” is recognized as “a
thoroughgoing exponent of philosophical naturalism” (Morris, William E., 1). Hume’s
contribution to economic theory includes the consideration of porcelain, especially in 18th
century England. He advocated the accumulation of silver and gold in preference to
porcelain, as the elemental metal could be melted down into coin in the event of a shortage.
His was an economic philosophy of hoarding as well as the actual and literal understanding
of money as thing. The idea of hoarding gold and silver utensils is a precursor of the gold
standard, where the materiality of gold, a precious commodity in tracking wealth and as a
symbol of prestige, is held as a kind of collateral against credit. Banking during the early
days of porcelain production in Germany and France focused on hoarding and the
accumulation of wealth focused on rare metals. In contrast, porcelain imparted the idea of
wealth by virtue of its cost and a perceived frivolity of its use. It is fragile and cannot be
converted to coin, but it is also beautiful, and displayed a wanton disregard for the
conventions of economic prudence. Only an aristocrat could afford the wasteful commodity
in the incipient years of porcelain’s early adaptation to European taste and style. Porcelain
was a sign of wealth, a symbol. It was not readily converted to coin but was a rare
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commodity that could only be accumulated by those with the means to add utensils of the
‘white gold’ to their visible holdings of things. Hume advocated that gold and silver platters,
urns and other decorative objects be acquired and used, as opposed to porcelain, as his
advocacy of hoarding gave ready access to the conversion of a household’s tableware into
coin in the advent of a shortage.
When it became fashionable to have serving utensils made of porcelain rather
than of precious metals, ‘the senate, foreseeing the consequences, prohibited
the use of that brittle commodity beyond a certain extent; while the use of
silver-plate was left unlimited. And I suppose, in their late distresses, they felt
the good effect of this ordinance’ (Hume [1752] 1985, p. 318). Using silver or
gold for silverware and serving utensils is like locking it up. Silverware
absorbs the incoming flow of money, preventing prices from rising (Paganelli
2007). Gold and silver serving utensils store the precious metals and can be
easily melted into coins. Having silver vases to melt into coins is a device to
fight liquidity emergencies for individuals and to pay taxes eventually used to
buy soldiers in case of need, just like in the case of a 100% reserve bank. A
100% reserve bank, a complete absence of banks, and a partial ban on the use
of porcelain all prevent price inflation (the latter two actually favor price
deflation), but all, according to Hume, facilitate the accumulation of gold and
silver. The presence of large sums of money is seen as positive because it can
be released in times of need, meaning it can eventually be used to pay for
troops in case of war. (Pagnelli 976)

Porcelain’s invention in Europe is a significant moment in the aristocratic episteme. It
foreshadowed the industrial revolution and contributed to the rise and appearance of
production; mass production and also the renewal and elevation of smaller scaled batch
production that was a product of a local, artisanal economy. It contributed to the
development of later democratic uprisings and eventually an increased capacity for a
broader distribution of wealth. Getting from the aristocratic to the wide spread availability
of porcelain is an important history to trace. This stems from porcelain’s inherent
dependence upon production and the continued development of exchange and economic
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evolution. Karatani notes that by rethinking “the economic base from the perspective of
exchange, broadly defined, then there is no need to posit a moral dimension exterior to
‘economy’. The moral moment is included within modes of exchange” (xix). Karatani links
Kant’s moral philosophy to one of freedom, pointing to Marx’s refusal to “take up morality
directly” and posits instead the inherent condition of morality in modes of exchange.
Marx’s focus on material processes negate the moral necessity, and he sees that as part and
parcel to Smith’s invisible hand. The market and exchange are inherently moral in that
those processes deal directly with the public. Therefore, the honest, and best commodities
flourish, while those shabby merchants die on the vine. At least this is the premise of
classical economics.
Since porcelain could not physically be melted down into gold, its referent as ‘white
gold’ was indeed metaphoric. As such, it came to resemble the measure of wealth that it
stood for. Foucault writes that
Resemblance, which had for long been the fundamental category of knowledge –
both the form and the content of what we know – became dissociated in an analysis
based on terms of identity and difference; moreover, whether indirectly by the
intermediary of measurement, or directly and, as it were, on the same footing,
comparison became a function of order; and lastly, comparison ceased to fulfill the
function of revealing how the world is ordered, since it was now accomplished
according to the order laid down by thought, progressing naturally from the simple to
the complex. (54)
The understanding of difference and resemblance as the footing, so to speak, for the entire
realm of knowledge in the early modern period, is anchored in notions of representation and
exchange. For the mercantilists, bullion, the actual metal itself, held a standard value, but
over time, that value shifted to relative value of the goods involved in exchange. Porcelain
was a commodity and before its discovery in Germany, was an import from the Far East. As
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such, it could only be purchased with real gold or silver and that bled dry the coffers of the
crown. Porcelain became a signifier in a network of desire that created an ontology of being
perpetuating a force capable of freeing certain aspects of aesthetic practice2. Porcelain
reflected its capacity as a representation of gold, as a symbol of wealth, power and prestige
that reinforced the aristocratic episteme. The establishment of a porcelain factory could
deepen the hold that the aristocrat had on this system of ownership, of dominance and of
the promise of satisfaction of desire. However, it could also and would empower the skilled
laborer, as happened toward the end of the 19th century and into the 20th century, a
completion of the Hegelian master-slave struggle in the battle for prestige; the slave, or
laborer, worker and skilled artisan achieving mastery and ultimately, freedom.
1.4

Home as Theater
The table in fine homes became a kind of theater, a place to exhibit wealth, to show

off the extravagant elements of a cultivated sensibility. Prior to the availability of porcelain
table pieces, wood, metal, and courser earthenware pottery acted in more communal eating
arrangements. The growing accessibility of porcelain place settings created a new found
extravagance as individual diners had their own plates, bowls, cups and silverware instead
of shared utensils of an earlier era (Finlay 264-269). The quality of public/private lives was
an aspect of class, inherent in the aristocrat but also present in the feast days of peasants.
While porcelain might not make its way to the table of the peasant, tenant, laborer or slave,
certainly other accouterments of the table enhanced these festivals to be observed. Porcelain
did find its way to the tables of all in time, and through that process of access also
contributed to its slow fall from grace as the most highly esteemed treasure in the
aristocratic coffers.
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Kant considered notions of autonomy, genius and the a priori intuitive
transcendental as expressions of the essence of the artist’s vision. He writes, “For otherwise
the judgement that would be determined by reference to such an end would found upon
heteronomy, instead of founding upon autonomy and being free, as befits a judgement of
taste” (174). Kant’s notion of autonomy, that idea that resists external influence, in the artist
the freedom to express an intuitive nature, was separate from the heteronomous quality of
interest. Heteronomy would incite a more fluid excitement; one that Kant found to give rise
to “an early lapse into crudity and a return to the rudeness of its earliest efforts” (113). Kant
describes a classicism supported by the academy and inspired by pure form. The aristocrat
sought stability in the social order and as such recognized the notion of genius as a rare
ideal that could sustain the role of power of the crown. For Kant, the “fine arts must
necessarily be regarded as arts of genius” (146). Porcelain translated quickly into the ‘filthy
lucre’ of economics and lost its ability to sustain that separate nature inherent in the
‘disinterested interest’ of a Kantian ideal artwork, there to see but not touch. “Moral
judgement is practical whereas aesthetic judgement is disinterested” (Kant 53). Kant insists
that disinterest is essential for the pure judgement of taste. Interest, or for that matter the
good, the agreeable and ultimately the moral, all retain interest, or a subjective response
that creates desire and effective action. Disinterest separates the function of art from that of
life. In Kant, this equals freedom.
By contrast, as the heart of the home, the table represented an intimate realm, the
realm of the personal, and the feminine, the nurturing. These contradictory qualities are
present in porcelain, from the artistry inherent in its complex production, an expression of
the oligarchic collector, to its purposeful position on the table and in the parlor. Its durable
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materiality lends itself to use, yet it also maintains the capacity to express subtle aesthetic
assertions on the frame of the table. The relational theater of dinner with guests and or
family on the formal table of the aristocrat was founded with the accouterments of
porcelain.
On the other hand, the growing political economy, the public, and the performative
created a dialectic between private and communal. Filthy lucre had the quality of a
transgressed boundary, bringing the personal into the light of day, revealing what was once
the sacred realm of the home into the world as exchange and keeping track and at the end of
the day, the creation of debt.
1.5

Germany, Meissen and the Origin of European Porcelain
Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714-1762) coined the term aesthetics and wrote,

“The purpose of aesthetics is the perfection of sensuous cognition as such, which is beauty.
And the imperfection of the same, which is the ugliness is to be avoided” (Bloomsbury 160).
Further, “the greater usefulness of the artificial aesthetics … has advantages in everyday life,
as long as the necessities of life have been attended too” (ibid 158). While Baumgarten
pointed to the elimination of want from a program of aesthetic capacity, his ideas led to
Kant’s examination of taste as separate from the woes of ordinary life. As such, the
procedure of art as an entity distinct from the travails of life and especially economic
concerns is established and ready to deepen in the minds of a comfortable public; in
Germany in the 18th century, the aristocrat.
Early aristocratic patronage necessary for the establishment of the production of
porcelain included August the II, the Elector of Saxony and king of Poland. Germany’s
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Meissen porcelain manufactory was the first facility in the west to discover the hard paste
formula for the making of true porcelain. Royal patronage for the establishment of
manufactories was an incipient form of capital investment that furthered the development of
economic increase and control over production and consumption. While August the II was
the crown at the time, it was a member of the court, Tschirnhaus, that dedicated his life to
achieving the Arcanum and establishing the power of local production in Dresden.
While importation ignited the craze for the acquisition of porcelain, Tschirnhaus and
the Frenck administrator Colbert sought the localization of production. The instability of
mercantilist trade, however, inspired the chemist and philosopher Tschirnhaus to pursue the
establishment of porcelain as an indigenous product of domestic production. Ehrenfried
Walther Tschirnhaus (1651-1708) was a mathematician and physicist, expert in the science
of optics (Walcha 15). He was well educated and in addition to mathematics and physics he
studied philosophy and medicine at the University of Leiden in Holland. He was also
familiar with the philosophical imperatives of Descartes and was a correspondent of
Spinoza and Leibniz. He was also acquainted with the French finance minister Colbert and
in fact tutored his son in mathematics (Finlay 61). It was Tschirnhaus’s concern and
insistence on curtailing the financial drain of importing porcelain from Asia that led to his
commitment to discover the manufacturing techniques necessary for the production of the
white gold on the continent. Tschirnhaus claimed “the purchase of so great a quantity of
goods as the Chinese porcelain represented was a national loss to be averted” (Finlay 60).
Tschirnhaus’s broad experience and travels gave him a world view that inclined him to the
practical as well as the theoretical and his concern for the financial circumstances involved
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in the importation of porcelain, as it was unavailable domestically in his life time, no doubt
inspired his commitment to the development of a production facility in Germany.
Tschirnhaus had spent enormous time and effort working on the Arcanum from the
late 17th century until his death in 1708. His efforts yielded foundational materials and
experiments that would allow his apprentice Johann Freiderich Böttger (1682-1719) to
perfect the porcelain formula. The kilns of the Meissen Porcelain factory were established
the year of Tschirnhaus’s death in 1708. The imprisonment and forced efforts by the
talented Böttger, led by the more aristocratic scientist and philosopher Tschirnhaus,
conspired with the elector of Saxony to create a working relationship that would establish
Meissen as Europe’s first porcelain factory. Production began the year of his death and the
elector of Saxony added to his already considerable collection of imported Chinese
ceramics the newly indigenous porcelain of Dresden. Elaborate tea services, dinner sets and
a menagerie of sculpted animals were produced by workers trained in porcelain production;
artists, artisans and technicians all working to create the very first truly European designs
and manufacture in this very specific material.
Porcelain’s particular difficulty and the secretive quality of its formula made its
production by the ordinary potters of the day out of the question. Therefore, the artists and
artisans involved in the creation of the products of early porcelain production had more to
do with the elevation of the standing of the elector of Saxony and related royal and court
personages than with a general advancement of a new technology. That these people were
the sole recipients of porcelain’s special qualities reflected the aggrandizing nature of this
class of people. The servant class, peasant class and incipient merchant class were unable to
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acquire porcelain until later on when economic conditions expanded into broader forms
(foreshadowing Montesquieu and the French revolution) except perhaps in the Netherlands.
Authorship played a role in the development of porcelain’s thrilling European origin.
Janet Gleeson’ book, The Arcanum, lays claim to Böttger’s primary role as the discoverer
of the formula for porcelain (24). However, Tschirnhaus’s earlier efforts spanning several
decades were necessary in order to produce the magical recipe. Böttger was a braggart and
con man, albeit a brilliant and gifted chemist. He remained imprisoned by the king in order
to force his work upon the project. His imprisonment is indicative of the slavish imposition
necessary for the creation of the material. It is unclear whether porcelain would have
emerged had Böttger not been imprisoned. Tschirnhaus wrote of Böttger that he was “a con
man and a jail bird with chemical experience and laboratory skills” (O’Connor, et al). His
braggadocio about an alchemical talent to turn lead into gold eventually caught the attention
of the elector of Saxony whose avarice was unquenched and who sought to build on his
collection of porcelain. Böttger was imprisoned by the Saxon monarch and was held captive
as he attempted to satisfy his promise. Since the alchemical boast was a simple parlor trick,
he became engrossed in the very real potential of uncovering the secret for the obscure and
difficult formula and process of the cherished process. When his parlor trick yielded no
extra gold for the royal coffers, he worked with Tschirnhaus to perfect the formula and
production that finally led to the first true European porcelain.
Porcelain requires a complex of technical detail. The initial formula is only part of
the equation. Proper technique in making the pottery and sculptural forms is necessary in
order to avoid cracking and breakage. Therefore, master potters were required in
employment at Meissen. Specific parameters are needed for glazing the ware and firing the
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kilns. Again, specific skills sets were needed in order to fire kilns and develop and mix
glaze preparations. What took the Chinese a millennium to invent, Germany and
specifically Tschirnhaus and Böttger realized in just a decade, albeit as a reproduction of
the Asian ware. Europe had the Chinese example to aspire to and that drove the research of
the Arcanum until an acceptable product was composed. Earlier failed attempts included
the tin wares of the Delft region and England, majolica from Italy, and faience from
France. Soft paste versions in Genoa and at St. Cloud and Vincennes in France that
included glass in their makeup were also early attempts at the elusive porcelain formula.
The first Meissen porcelains are fantastic in their breadth and expression given the limited
way that those early court artisans were able to make dishware and statuary.
Meissen’s importance as a manufactory of this rare and spectacular material was a
wonder indeed. As Meissen began to find its feet in the next decade the mania for Chinese
export porcelain began to fade. Meissen’s emergence as the first porcelain factory in
Europe created a desire for a homegrown variety of the stuff, and her makers were able to
wrest a far more robust output created by the demand for the material. The aristocrat, the
wealthy patron of the arts, the royal personage, and the one with the means to acquire
substantial quantities of fine objects of art, began to seek the porcelain of Meissen as its
rarity increased its desirability.
The early European porcelaneous age, associated with the aristocratic episteme, gave
rise to the development of porcelain as a means of representing wealth. Wealth itself stands
as a representation, conspicuous consumption (Veblen) a way to convey royal superiority
over the Other. Porcelain, once its attributes were well known enough to be exploited,
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became the material of the table, the parlor and the glass cupboard, precious and sometimes
even lascivious in its expression.
1.6

Sèvres
Royal patronage gave rise to the German porcelain factory in Dresden and the same

held true in France. Sèvres boasted the advent of hard paste porcelain in France in 1760,
having evolved from the production process of the soft paste origin in Vincennes. The reign
of Louis the XV and Madame Pompadour gave the incipient production facility the capital
necessary to become further established. From about the mid-18th century, Sèvres began its
production of elaborate table settings and extravagant objects that hold that point in history
so clearly. The Baroque is in full flower in the art of French porcelain. In addition to the
technical prowess of the porcelain producers, painters were employed to decorate the ware.
The baroque painter Francois Boucher, among others, was employed by the factory to
decorate some of the most sumptuous pottery Europe had seen outside of China. Thus
began the tradition of artists working at the royal Sèvres porcelain factory, a practice that
continues into the present day.
The conditions necessary for the establishment of yet another porcelain factory, that
rare and mysterious ceramic body that took Tschirnhaus and Böttger working around the
clock for years to copy the Chinese Arcanum, was made possible in France through the
letters of a Jesuit missionary who set up a church in Jingdezhen.
In the opening years of the 18th century, Francois-Xavier Dentrecolles
established a church in Jingdezhen, the great porcelain center on the Chang
River in the province of Jiangxi, southeastern China. A recruit for the French
mission of the Jesuits, he was 35 years old when he arrived in Canton in 1698
on a ship sponsored by Louis the XIV. … in 1712 and 1722 Dentrecolles
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wrote lengthy letters on the manufacture of porcelain to Louis-François Orry,
treasurer of Jesuit missions to China and India. (Finlay 17)

Dentrecolles’ lengthy letters to the minister of finance in France at the time of the starting
of the Meissen factory in Dresden led the French crown to success in developing the hard
paste porcelain clay that was much in vogue in fashionable circles. Sèvres’ establishment
on the foundation of the expert interventions of direct contact with porcelain’s true origin
might not have been possible without the instructive quality of Dentrecolles extensive
correspondence.
With the technical component of porcelain manufacture better understood because of
Dentrecolles, the capacity to set up a factory was now possible through royal patronage.
During the ancien regime, royal patronage was the equivalent of the state and in fact Sèvres
is now under state control.
For Colbert, who, in this way, makes the Academy directly dependent upon
the King, art is nothing but an instrument of state government with the special
function of raising the prestige of the monarch, on the other hand, by
developing new myth of kingship, and on the other by intensifying the
splendor of the court as a framework for royal dominion. (Hauser 180)
The capital required to establish the factory was exacted from a collective of the population,
taxation, and productive excess from the farms around Versailles and Paris, as the king and
his court were not engaged in any sort of productive or finance producing work. Income for
the aristocrat would have been derived from war, pillage and the tithes and taxes of the
farming peasantry, merchant class and the petit bourgeois that created the metabolism of the
financial world of the French aristocrat. The shadowy floor beneath the transparent market,
Braudel’s zone of material life.
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In direct contrast to the zone of material life is prestige and the prestige economy.
Begun as a means to illustrate and emphasize the power and grandeur of the King, and the
court, the prestige economy exists in the shadowy zone above the transparent market
economy. Although mercantilism was the earliest attempt at a formal condition for
exchange, mercantilism is most famously addressed and codified by the French finance
minister Colbert, almost 100 years after the Dutch employed its regulative qualities, and
was dependent upon manufacturing and the value of precious metals (LaHaye, web).
Colbert sought to establish Louis the XIV as the absolute monarch, but according to
Braudel, “The French had chosen the wrong moment. Colbert arrived on the scene too late”
(451). Mercantilism had proven overbearing and impossible to organize, although Colbert
relished the complete control the regulative system afforded. In fact, Colbert not only
governed the finances of France, he was also in cahoots with Le Brun, the head of the
academy and sought the control of artistic production through absolute rules and the
codification of classical styles, leaving the artist completely beholden to the rules driven
framework of a state controlled artistic endeavor. The overbearing policies of the French
authority government, the rule of Louis the XIV, set the tone for the next several decades
that led to the actual demise of the oppressive nature of an autocratic government. Hauser
posits that
For arts Le Brun and Boileau are the legislators, the academies are courts of
law, and the protectors are the King and Colbert. Art and literature lose their
relationship with real life, and the traditions of the middle ages and the mind
of the broader masses of people… The subjectivism that was still predominant
in the period of the high baroque, roughly in the second and third of the
century yields to a uniformly regulated culture of authority. (177)
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The absolutism of the French monarchy in the 17th and 18th centuries and revealed in the
porcelain artifacts of the day speak to the unsustainability of extreme aristocracy as an
economic condition.
However, that aristocratic condition provided the patronage necessary that led to the
establishment of the Sèvres porcelain factory, as a capitalist would invest in the
establishment or growth of any enterprise today. Thus, the aristocratic episteme of the 18th
century finds it doppelgänger in the capitalist episteme of the modern and postmodern era.
Even in Colbert’s time, and in the reign of the Louis the XV, it is said, many
of them (fermiers-généraux and other office holders) were putting money into
the commercial and even manufacturing enterprises, particularly companies
[like St. Cloud, Vincennes and Sèvres] and manufactories with royal
privilege. (Braudel 400)
As the monetary nature of wealth increased the question of what to do with money itself
created the opportunity for an industry like porcelain to emerge and expand in regions
where the substance of its production could be found. During this fomenting period of the
increase in productive capacity, there was an exponential increase of making, the start of
what would become the industrial revolution and the development of mass production. In
the beginning, financial backing for these enterprises came from the crown as opposed to
banks. This patronage linked manufacturing to the aristocracy. Prior to the golden century
of the Dutch mercantilist reformation, wars established the increase in the coffers of the
crown, the royal household and were a way of life. The Dutch revealed inescapably the
powerful potential of trade, of the profitability of production and it was imperative that the
absolute ruler stay ahead of the incipient rise of manufacturing in order to remian in power
by supporting its development. Porcelain was part of the expansion of manufacture,
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although the objects of it production had very different qualities than the more typical food
processes, textile outputs, and munitions. Porcelain was an aesthetic product.
Porcelain’s early fall from the spire of the true artistic realm, as it came to be
known, is related to its close relationship to money, even its sobriquet, white gold, linked it
to the realm of exchange. This linkage would precipitate the fall of the aristocratic episteme
and create a hierarchy of the oeconomics of the Aristotelian kind, whose original meaning
was associated to the home and the realm of the feminine. The home; that separate place of
safety yet of compromise, was not allowed in the public realm, the masculine realm, that
place where learned discourse took place and stratified the social. Porcelain sets up an
impossible paradox a double bind. Itis an art material yet it embodies utility, money,
exchange, use, and the materiality and accessibility of the actual in the creation of wealth
through production. The domestic is on full view in the art of porcelain. The realm of the
aristocrat was expressed as a public discourse, not as an extension of the domestic, but as a
separate realm. Porcelain, associated with use and therefore the domestic, sought the
elevation of the aristocrat through the production and the acquisition of rare dishware, tea
services and statuary, but was inherently linked to the domestic, to production and in time,
through the mastery of her hidden qualities, both chemical and aesthetic, becoming an
element of self-actualizing wealth creation.
The overreach of the crown under the guise of maintaining control and power led to
the oppression of the most creative forces within France’s borders. Her artists were
supported to create artwork that flattered the King and the court, leaving the real out of the
frame. The classicism at play became the gaudy expression of the baroque and finally the
rococo in all her excess, embodied in porcelain and produced at Sèvres. Acquisition
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coupled with the burning desire for power, to maintain what was accorded by birth in the
role of the all powerful monarch saw its pinnacle in the French period just before the
revolution of 1789. The previous two hundred years during the ancien regime, resembled
the fascist period of Germany in the 20th century prior to World War Two. That such an
autocratic system was unsustainable invokes no surprise. Especially the artist, whose very
nature is one of innovator, the creative lifeblood of a culture and society, repressed and
forced to play the role of illustrator of state approved artwork would lead to the undoing of
absolutism.
Sèvres, not unlike Meissen, was established as a method of attaining for the crown
the porcelain that it craved. The importation of that unique product put such a strain on the
coffers of the crown that advisors like Tschirnhaus in Dresden and Colbert in France
encouraged the monarchy to establish production facilities in each nation. Later Quesnay
would be tasked with the actualization of the Sèvres manufactory, taking by example the
success of the porcelain facility of Dresden. That porcelain could be produced close to
home would not only reduce the cost of importation, it could also develop as an industry in
its own right even establishing a flow of cash for the crown itself. In the aristocratic
episteme, labor and production are invisible to the aristocrat because those practices fall
outside the realm of expected behaviors of the crown and her court, the aristocratic
personage. However, as an unstable economic condition pressed by increasingly globalized
trade, both in products and in knowledge, traditions of a hierarchical social stratification
topped by a class of so called rulers that don’t work and basically have few practical skills
begin to experience extreme insecurity.
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That the Dutch could have remained economically and therefore culturally dominant
for so long, a century by most accounts, lacking in the more typical hierarchical structure of
social organization, provides early evidence that trade, work, skill, production itself and
exchange are means to creating an increase in prosperity heretofore limited to the aristocrat.
The hegemonic compulsion of an oligarchic class is hard pressed to maintain dominance in
light of a freely available means of production, access to transportation, and a labor pool
skilled in the methods of production that are in demand in a time and place.
In a highly organized, aesthetically sophisticated society, porcelain exhibited the
representation of wealth while doubling as useful and often playful accouterments to the
ritual of the table and the feast. The court artist would have made the art of the aristocratic
episteme, artists who had access to the signs and symbols of the aristocracy, as those were
the patrons of arts such as painting and sculpture. In 18th century France and Germany,
those artists included the likes of Boucher and Fragonard, Baroque and Rococo artists
whose painting skills easily translated to porcelain. Boucher was a favorite of Madame
Pompadour and his work emphasized the beauty of his subject, a beauty that was indeed
skin deep. That beauty articulated by Plato and picked up by Baumgarten and Lessing
idealized the subject. In porcelain, the subject could be a scene or a coat of arms or a
decorative pattern. The surface of the object was the holder of the artistry on dishware. In
contrast, small statuary were commonly contrived and could express intimate depictions of
simple folk, or harlequins and other such interesting echoes of the world. Animals were also
popularly represented.
Porcelain of the Baroque and the Rococo displayed the excesses of the habits of
consumption of the aristocrat. Under the patronage of Louis the XV and his consort
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Madame de Pompadour, the first stirrings of social unrest presented an incipient horizon of
upheaval that would shift thinking forever. The 18th century saw the emergence of
production of porcelain on a local level that also ushered in the end of the aristocratic
episteme. Labor, skill, and art as commerce all became part of the social horizon that
encouraged and inspired the public to examine their holdings. In consideration of how the
aristocrat lived and visible in their ostentation, a revolt against increasingly unjust practices
became more and more inevitable. This initial foment was in particular visible in France,
but social change was on the rise in England and Germany as well. Nationalism was
becoming more pronounced as economic factors worked together with ideas envisioned by
artists in league with thinkers, encouraged by the patron and eventually the consumer.
Being in the thick of it, having access to the halls of power, were part of the privilege of the
artist. Porcelain, the material itself that represented wealth, could hold an enormous amount
of information. Her permanence led to representative signs that didn’t fade. The semiotic
nature of representation, the signs of beauty, signifiers in networks of humor and desire
were embodied in the translucency of the porcelaneous material.
As a holder of value and desire, porcelain exercised a power second only to gold.
The patron who wielded the productive capacity to create said material into value had in
fact deciphered the Arcanum. Making porcelain was a way to mint money, per se.
Porcelain’s capacity to create and hold wealth straddles the divide between money itself
and even land, as in the ideal of the Physiocrats, and painting and sculpture. Art in the 18th
century had a myriad of defining qualities and the division between art and money began
then as the Cartesian coordinates would establish the endless categorization that Kant
would later exploit.
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Kant’s Third Critique analyzes beauty in all of its categorical expression, infinitely
fragmenting aspects of art and beauty in contrast to nature and the sublime as a means of
establishing judgments of taste. While an important and essential moment in the
development of thought, the continuing isolation of particularities leaves much of the
essential components of a thing out of consideration. As such, Kant separated handicraft
from art, work from play, and work done for joy as a dialectic to that done for remuneration
and often under duress.
1.7

Physiocrats
The Physiocrats made the first real attempt to codify economic thought into what

became know as a political economy, emergent in the mid 18th century in France. “The
Physiocrats focused not on money but on the real forces leading to economic development,
land. In reaction to the mercantilists notion that wealth was created by the process of
exchange, they studied the creation of physical value and concluded that the origin of
wealth was in agriculture, or nature” (Landreth 37).
A reaction to mercantilism, the Physiocrats codified the land as the source of value
that allowed the landed gentry to be elevated back into a seat of power through ownership.
This structured articulation was the first form of a coherent and organized speculative
economic theory and marked the first “political economy” as a science. The main intellect
whose voice was universally accepted was Quesnay’s and it is because of that individual
vision that a coherence of a sort was possible. This coherence then led to the establishment
of policies and laws that could be asserted. Quesnay’s Tableau Economique was a
fundamental text within the Physiocratic ideology. On the surface, Physiocracy resembled
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feudalism, as landowners are the holders of value as opposed to banks or currency itself as
in the case of the mercantilists. The crown would have the ultimate authority as the largest
landowner and the aristocratic element controlled financial markets and flows of capital, at
least in theory. The realm of the Physiocrats only lasted 20 years, 1750-1770, however, and
this short-lived burst supports a couple of factors. First, and perhaps most poignantly, the
ability to codify and organize a political economy is a highly complex and nearly
impossible task. The necessity to do so that trade, exchange and the welfare of the
commons and all who live in a place is assured is a monumental task. Prior to the
Physiocrats, mercantilism was a haphazard bunch of on the ground businessmen trading
and generating flows of capital that did not heed the land, authority, title or position. The
mercantilist way of doing business had no universal laws or underlying principles, it
resembled a hodgepodge of exigencies and moved wherever money and desire allowed.
The Physiocrats sought to impose some sort of orderly system in lieu of this chaos.
Paradoxically, the Physiocrats also theorized that with land as the base of value within an
economy, flows of wealth need not be regulated, flows were in fact better off left to their
own devices. These ideas laid the fundamental groundwork for Adam Smith, for whom the
‘invisible hand’ of the market would determine best-case scenarios. Quesnay articulated
this specifically in Maxim XXV from the supplement to his Tableau, “That complete
freedom of trade should be maintained; for the policy for internal and external trade which
is most secure, the most correct and the most profitable for the nation and state, consists in
full freedom of competition”. This was summarized in the slogan “Laissez faire, laissez
faire” (Landreth et al 46).
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Laissez faire was the operative term within the land based wealth movement.
Mercantilism, and in particular the Dutch, had released the power of global trade and the
incumbent rise of Capitalism. The power and velocity of wealth creation began to outstrip
the particularity of place and land in spite of the best efforts of Quesnay, Turgot, Cantillon
and Hume, and other Physiocrats to establish land as the source of value. Physiocracy was a
reaction to mercantilism, and as such sought to locate the sign of wealth as tied to the land.
“Just as in the order of representations the signs that replace and analyze them must also be
representations themselves, so money cannot signify wealth without itself being wealth. But
it becomes wealth because it is a sign; whereas a representation must first be represented in
order subsequently to become a sign” (Foucault 177). As a sign of wealth, land stands in
reserve, a marker and a potential to be worked, to be encouraged and to have its fruit
artfully extracted so that the land would continue to provide an abundance of value. Not
unlike the gold and silver trays of the aristocratic household, emblems of reserves and
symbols of wealth, land represented value in reserve. Agricultural products and the
imperative of surplus underscored the Physiocratic theory of economics. It was by these
standards that they sought to impose a policy of trade upon a nation, in this case, France.
The Physiocratic view recognized mercantilism as a disorganized and potentially
dangerous approach to commerce. Mercantilism also allowed wealth to flow with little
order in spite of the often onerous regulatory response to its wild success. As such, wealth
was created through trade during the mercantilist era, with little regard to the where of
merchandise in play. Therefore exports and imports threatened the status quo of the landed
gentry and the Physiocratic discourse sought to stabilize wealth through a system founded
on land versus coin as the measure of wealth and source of value. The Physiocrats
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established the first dialectic in the mercantilist discourse as they asserted that peace and
stability would only be possible through land ownership. Bullionism, the foundation of
mercantilism, in contrast, linked value to silver and gold, a literal worth. The Physiocrats
termed their nascent science, political economy. This form of economic policy is dependent
both on slavery and the static nature of land as capital. The Physiocrats describe a romantic,
gothic and reactionary ideal that informed the first thinkers about economics as a theory –
intentional and speculative in nature. Neither system let a ‘free market’ intercede to
establish value or pricing, at least not in fact and not at first, in spite of the advocated
Physiocratic laissez faire principle. But theory and practice diverge, especially as is evident
in the history of economics.
The reactionary inclination of the Physiocrats and their resultant commitment to
land as the foundation of wealth sought to strengthen or inhibit the destabilizing forces of
the mercantilist system of economic exchange. Mercantilism is arguably the start of
political economy, as such, because it had the onerous task of regulating trade, a function
arguably of government. The Physiocrats, by contrast could organize themselves by region
and locale.
The aristocratic episteme reflected in the Physiocratic was alive for much of the
classical period that Foucault describes. The economics of the aristocrat stemmed from a
structure of land ownership and wealth that sprang from nature and precluded the pursuit of
wealth by a free populous. Foucault describes wealth as part of the episteme he catalogs as
classical – inert and unmoving. “The analysis of wealth is to political economy what
general grammar is to philology and what natural history is to biology.” (Foucault 168).
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The era of the Physiocrats, the landowner, led to a dialectic between production and
land-based wealth. Porcelain creation, localized in Germany then France in the 18th century,
created the means of production for a representation of wealth that reinforced the
aristocratic economic structure at first. The early monetization of wealth used coin made of
silver and gold – bullion – and was dependent upon the literal metal for its representation.
Money itself was the commodity. The mercantilist jumble of economic rules was inherently
unstable at the times of its ascendency. Landed wealth was threatened by the agile, mobile
and far less class conscious scions of business whose enterprise was governed by money
and things alone. Physiocratic policy, the first attempt at a unification of legal strategies to
allow economies the freedom inherent in markets, emerged as a response of the threat to the
aristocracy and the power that wealth incurred growing wherever it might. Land as the
source of wealth, a policy enforced by law and the crown articulated by the Physiocrats,
sought to localize and re-anchor wealth creation to agricultural production. The aristocratic
episteme sought an abeyance of fluctuations in the class system. The landed gentry
struggled to keep up with the more agile, mobile and inherently disruptive form of
economic development in the mercantilist economy.
Porcelain’s value as lucre in the abstract elevated its status in the aristocratic
episteme. Since it wasn’t available as a direct relational assurance of coin, it took
confidence to acquire it and display its virtues for purely aesthetic, symbolic and ritualistic
purposes. The presence of gold and silver reminded the homeowner that there was always a
kind of uncertainty at play and that goods that could be melted down was a reminder that
money was the stuff of life. Porcelain, on the other hand, precious and brittle, held a static
form of beauty, representing the appearance of value in the shape of desire and freedom
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from the constant reminder of the symbolic nature of silver and gold. The desire to acquire
and own porcelain was connected to its singular purpose as the beautiful, the useful and the
expressive. It represented the owner’s ability to purchase fashionable goods, expensive and
rare, for pleasure and prestige. The slow shift from the actual to the abstract became
possible through the perfection of porcelain as objects of art, of cultured forms for an
increasingly refined table experience.
1.8

England and Josiah Wedgewood
So far in the quest to understand the connection between aesthetics and economics, I

have focused on European economic theory and its relationship to porcelain development
outside of Asia. The final section of this chapter finds its example in late 18th century British
porcelain development under the aegis of the Wedgewood family, with a particular look at
its progenitor, Josiah Wedgewood. Additionally, consideration of Adam Smith’s economic
theories, the first true codification of economics and the starting gun for classical economics
as a ‘scientific’ discipline will be explored. These two 18th century figures will be
considered along with their contemporaries in thought, in particular Locke and Hume in an
attempt to understand the philosophical gestalt of the day and connect that to the economic
development occurring within the aesthetic community. Hutcheson and Hume’s writings on
aesthetics will be considered and an overarching intertextualization of this inquiry continues
Foucault’s epistemic methodology in order to organize the ideas in question into a coherent
structure. The aristocratic episteme begins to give way in the late 18th century to a
revolutionary impulse, first in the United States then in France and emergent in England
under the guise of industrialism that reveals the emergent capitalist episteme. This trajectory
uncovers the rising visibility of a growing unrest due to an overly oligarchic political system
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that revealed its unsustainability as production, economies, literacy and ultimately, ideas
inherent in art production expand and strengthened the bourgeoisie.
Much of the turmoil that occurs in the late 18th century and into the 19th might be
traced back to the thinking and writing of a handful of revolutionary scholars and
philosophers, including Descartes, Spinoza and John Locke (1632-1704). The distinction
between British thought and European thought from the 17th century through the 18th
century is important as the course of economic conditions created by upheavals and
transformations affected the human capacity for self-regulation and independent action on
the part of individuated human agency. Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding
(1690), and its analysis of the mind through empirical observation would influence British
thought for a hundred years or more. “Locke held there was no innate knowledge” and that
“ideas were the basic materials of knowledge, ideas being ‘whatsoever is the Object of
Understanding when a man thinks’ and like all ideas, came from experience” (18th Century
British Philosophy 23). This empirical approach to experience and agency informed a
radical shift in thought from the authoritarian decree of a deity or monarch to that stressing
the agency of the individual. His writing laid the groundwork for a shift from absolute
authority to limited government, a liberal idea that took root and led to the prosperity
possible for Josiah Wedgewood and his compatriots.
Aesthetic thinking in 18th century England was informed to a large extent from the
pen of Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746). An understanding of Wedgwood’s success stems
partly from the power of Hutcheson’s ideas and “his account of the role of feelings or
sensations [that] owes more to the philosophy of Locke” (AIT 1648-1815 402). Hutcheson
wrote that “Pleasure arises from some Uniformity, Order, Arrangement, Imitation; … Beauty
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of Regularity, Order, Harmony, an Internal Sense; and that Determination to approve
Affections, Actions, or Characters of rational Agents, which we call virtuous, he marks by
the Name of a Moral Sense” (AIT 1648-1815 403). His writings point to a departure from the
baroque and rococo character of the European court painting in particular the court of Louis
the XV and Madame Pompadour with the porcelain in vogue across the channel.
Additionally, the neo-classical style emerging in pottery and later in painting in England
began to nullify the frivolous baroque and rococo that embodied what came to be seen as
indulgent and ultimately unjust.
An early British pottery producer was Josiah Wedgewood, whose liberal religious
upbringing, coupled with a physical disability and a traditional apprenticeship led to a strong
entrepreneurial character. Wedgewood provides an excellent example of the start of a nonroyal patronage of the relatively new production innovation in porcelain in the west.
Wedgewood was the son of a potter and inherited his father’s profession, as was customary.
He sought a broader community approach to his establishment, joining forces with a variety
of partners until he finally rested in partnership with Thomas Bentley. He also participated
in many learned societies and social networks and was friends and colleague to important
inventors and scientists of the day. Aesthetic innovations and discoveries led Wedgewood to
revive the classical imprint in neo-classical design, spawning a craze that impacted all of
Europe in its stylistic shift. Wedgwood recognized not only the potential of porcelain and
other inventive clay bodies through the creative manipulation of the materiality of clay
itself, but through innovative manufacturing details and the improvement of export
particularities he extended his reach far beyond the confines of the midlands in England. As
such, the owner/manufacturer became part of the larger system that allowed the products of
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his establishment to be shipped out from their place of origin. In the 18th century, this
activity, coming from a private, non-titled person, was an innovation indeed.
Wedgewood’s rise in the specter of homegrown manufacture emerged in the rapidly
developing 18th century, the time we have been calling the aristocratic episteme. For
Wedgewood, this moniker begins the shift into the next era, that of the capitalist episteme.
The Wedgewood enterprise was a family affair. A 5th generation potter, Josiah Wedgewood
(1730-1795), started his career in an area in England identified with pottery and coal,
quickly evolving into one of the first and most significant industrialists of his day. Burslem,
Wedgewood’s early residence and the place of his initial pottery, was part of the Stoke-onTrent region in Staffordshire near Manchester, in the midlands in England. It can be argued
that the Staffordshire region of England be considered the place of the origin of the
industrial revolution. Located less than 60 miles east of Liverpool, a coastal port north of
Wales, it was conveniently situated on top of both clay and coal reserves. Extensive coal
mining, the vigorously expanding textile industry in Manchester and a cluster of potteries
active in the early 17th century (Encyclopedia of Decorative Arts) established this area as a
viable place for the rise of production methods that led to success in entrepreneurial exploits.
The Wedgewood household, in addition to being a multi-generation pottery, was
inclined toward liberal views on God and man.
The Reverend Samuel Stringer, Josiah’s Unitarian minister grandfather
preached a rational approach to life and so was especially preoccupied with
finding ways to endure life’s trials. The Stringers, like the Wedgewood’s,
were a pious family, but religion to them was more about reading than
praying. (Dolan 34)
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Josiah was a curious youth and perhaps agreed with his grandfather who preached that “to
study nature was to seek the truth” (ibid 35). This early form of rationalism led Wedgewood
to seek answers in the empiricism of science. Wedgewood’s liberal religious upbringing
arguably contributed to his capacity for innovation; artistically, socially and technically. His
familial religious training was a very early iteration of ecumenism in the form of
Unitarianism, well before it became tolerable in England. The young Wedgewood, however,
“like his mother, was converted” (ibid 35) to Unitarianism and as such was “a religious
Dissenter; he read Paine and Rousseau and moved in liberal reformer society. His worldview
was shaped by his religion” (Dodgson 1130). Arguably religion formed the foundation of
much thinking at this point in history so to embrace a very liberal religious view would
possibly open thinking to a multitude of options, in Wedgewood’s case, toward nontraditional innovations that would expand his reach as a potter into the world in unexpected
and powerful ways.
In addition to his unique religious views, Wedgewood was somewhat disabled from
an early age, suffering from smallpox as a youth, which led to his leg being permanently
impaired. However, “For Josiah, disability bred versatility” (Dolan 38). He found ways of
coping with his ailment and over time this part of his story might bears clues for the reason of
his groundbreaking innovations. Unable to keep up in the usual manner, Wedgewood was
forced to pioneer in order to make up for his loss of physical ability.
Josiah Wedgwood's interest in experimentation owes much to the fact that he
contracted the smallpox during the epidemic which swept through North
Staffordshire when he was around eleven years of age (in 1741-2). This left
him with a severely disabled right knee meaning that he was unable to use the
traditional kick wheel used for throwing within the industry. Josiah turned
towards experimentation and he systematically endeavored to improve both
the methods and materials used in the ceramic industry. Josiah's enthusiasm to
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introduce steam power as an alternative means of powering the potters' wheels
and lathes was undoubtedly influenced by his disability. (Wedgewood
Museum website)

Curiosity spurred him to pursue additional means of expanding what would become his own
venture, perhaps in part due to his own physical limitations. Wedgewood’s approach to
making, emerging from his physical disabilities, left the bright and curious artisan to focus on
an ongoing improvement in manufacturing technique, glaze and clay formulations
themselves and as well as an expanded and energetic participation in forms of exchange and
the particulars of the business side of the enterprise.
As the son of a potter, he and his brother entered the business in their youth. Josiah
became apprenticed early on to his brother Thomas from 1742-1752. This 10-year
apprenticeship was typical for the trade and gave Wedgewood the foundation of skill
necessary to begin his own establishment. When Wedgewood finished his apprenticeship, he
worked with a variety of master potters in the region, acquiring more skills and knowledge of
the technical as well as business side of the industry. He established his first independent
pottery in Burslem, evolving rapidly into Etruria in 1766 (Dolan 188). The Wedgewood
factory was an early example of industrial practices and created a new kind of wealth for her
owner; that of the capitalist entrepreneur. Wedgewood began as a worker/potter but quickly
evolved his status into that of the owner of a massive establishment, one that exists to this
day. All three of the examples here are still in existence. Meissen, Sèvres and Wedgewood
stand as markers in diverse histories that tell a story of the evolution of art and production
that were inextricably linked to the economic and philosophical thinking of their respective
times. Wedgewood in particular stands out as the initial non-royal establishment, and it is the
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Wedgewood story that may hold a clue into the development of incipient democracies,
revolutionary tendencies and the general raising of the visible capacity for labor to express its
value and achieve autonomous wealth.
Wedgewood joined forces with others in business, developing friendships and
working relationships with leading thinkers of the day, collaborating in enterprise as he did
on the pottery itself. Thomas Bentley became the most significant partner of his career and
the two of them complimented each other.3 As a well-connected and gregarious person, eager
to broaden his social milieu, Wedgewood participated in many learned societies and social
networks. A particular stand out was The Lunar Society.4 Additionally, his relationship with
James Watt led to his very early adaptor status of one of the first steam engines employed in
a productive setting. “Wedgwood bought his first Boulton and Watt steam engine in 1782
[…] Steam power brought many changes to production processes” (Dodgson 1136).
Wedgewood’s innovations and bold moves in applying new ways of producing the traditional
materials of indigenous clay and the relatively new material of porcelain inspired the entire
region that led to its prominence in ceramic production world wide.
In the development of the art of the everyday, Wedgewood celebrated good design
and excellence in the application of quality in his wares. Dodgson writes that “‘His desire
was to add beauty to utility, and to render his works artistic as well as suitable for domestic
use’” (Smiles, 1894: 291). He goes on to point out that Wedgewood employed many
prominent painters and designers of the day including “George Stubbs, and Joshua Reynolds,
and the furniture maker, George Hepplewhite” (Dodgson 1133). His patronage of these
artists extended his factory’s capacity to produce wares of a broader and more sophisticated
content. As such, Wedgewood’s style of pottery went beyond traditional functional wares
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and he broadened his reach into a neo-classical aesthetic that proved innovative in England.
Following on the heals of the Grand Tour and William Hamilton’s catalog of Greek pottery
recovered at Naples, the Wedgewood aesthetic took a neo-classical turn. Bentley would
prove influential in this regard. “Bentley expertly read social trends and movements in
fashion, and was one of the first to identify the growing demand for neoclassical items in the
1750s, following the expanding English enthusiasm for the Grand Tour” (Dodgson 1138).
The delight in the Chinoiserie that had been the vogue for two centuries was beginning to
wane. Wedgewood’s rejection of the rococo and baroque styles of the aristocratic porcelain
being produced at Meissen and Sèvres was followed by the creation of neo-classical motifs
that projected an exemplary subject matter, elevating the aesthetic to reflect the classical
ideals written about by Winkleman and illustrated in Hamilton’s catalogue. Hamilton
contributed to the increasing popularity of neo-classicism with his publication of engravings
from a trove of Greek vases discovered at Naples mid-century. “The painting on Greek–or as
they were erroneously called, Etruscan–vases (were) of prime importance to the development
of neo-classical style. [The] vases were seriously collected and published, for the first time in
the 18th century, chiefly by Sir William Hamilton” (Winkleman 21). Their images influenced
and informed the mimetic work of Wedgewood.
The drawings on these vases were greatly influenced the drawing style and
composition of many artists; their subject-matter was freely used; and their
shapes as well as their decorations were adapted by the artists working for
such industrial potters as Wedgewood, who were leaders of taste as well as
men of enterprise in supplying goods in the fashionable Neo-classical style.
(Winkleman 21)
The neo-classical style of decoration on the increasingly ubiquitous pottery of the
Wedgewood factory would expose the public to notions of Greek idealism, notably the
difference perhaps between gain achieved by effort as opposed to the entitlement of nobility
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by birth, as represented in the baroque and rococo decoration on continental porcelain. The
ideals of Plato and Aristotle were suddenly represented on porcelain vases accessible to the
public. Neo-classicism told the story of a deeper nobility, the nobility of effort as opposed to
birthright or frivolity. It had a seriousness that translated a new meaning to the public in
England and Europe at a time when the excesses of the aristocracy was starting to break
down the existing power structure.
Tired of the late Baroque and Rococo extravagances of the middle decades of
the century, the world of fashion had flocked to acclaim the new discoveries at
Naples. The proliferating decoration, the exuberant colors, and the universal
gilding of Rococo were banished; the splendors of baroque became
distasteful; the intricacies of Chinoiserie lost their favor. The demand was for
purity, simplicity and antiquity. The Grand Tour had done much to prepare the
ground in England. (McKendrick 416)
In addition to layers of meaning there was an appeal to fashion and to a burgeoning market.
“Neoclassical pottery provided a perfect market for Wedgwood, and at Bentley’s instigation
he threw himself into sating the market” (Dodgson 1138). Coalescing economics and
aesthetics was a natural part of the Wedgewood enterprise. As a reformer and polymath
entrepreneur, Wedgewood represented a new possibility for art and business.
The Wedgewood edge would lead to great success in the increase of demand for
British porcelain. Vanity producers such as Meissen and Sèvres, whose capital was a
product of rare royal and aristocratic patronage, would begin to decline as the “free”5 and
available products emerged from their British competitor. Between improvements in
marketing, transportation and the development of agency as a means of creating productive
wares that resonated with so many people in England and Europe, Wedgewood led the
charge of an economic phenomenon that would implode the Chinese economy as well as the
stylistic appropriations that had captivated the aristocracy for two centuries. Chinoiserie was
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on the wane. Neo-classicism was on the rise and her partners in painting, such as Ingres and
David would contribute inspiration to revolutionary inclinations in France. The French
rococo and German Baroque of Meissen and Sèvres suffered the fate of a waning dominance
in the light of a more inclusive and dignified potential, that of the Wedgewood dinner
service.
As Wedgewood matured, he established Etruria6, an unparalleled factory in 1766. The
work ethic Wedgewood required in his new factory was disciplined and much more
organized than earlier iterations of the pottery trade. The division of labor became an
important factor in production.
In this factory, he applied the latest thinking about the organization of work
and production. Work was organized to flow systematically, but he rigidly
separated manufacturing into “useful” i.e. everyday housewares, and
“ornamental” ware i.e. high-value products. Reilly (1995:48) claims the
factory was second to none in Europe, and Wedgwood believed it to be the
most modern in the world (Dolan, 2004: 212), and indeed its design proved
influential throughout Europe (Hildyard, 2009: 88). … Wedgwood’s close
application to every detail of manufacture, improvements resulting from
constant experiment and subdivision of labor, resulted in what, in those days,
was nothing less than mass production. (Dodgson 1135)
The division of labor articulated in Adam Smith is seen in Wedgewood’s newly
established Etruria factory, observing the careful consideration of optimized
production that made porcelain a mass produced commodity.
In addition to the development of mass production as a newly emerging technology
within the realm of the aesthetic, Wedgewood had to think about the transportation of his
wares. The roads in and out of Burslem were difficult at best to travel and for fragile
porcelain made export difficult and costly. Wedgewood became deeply engaged in the
development of turnpikes and canals for distribution of coal in and pottery out. “He radically
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altered their methods of distribution. […] His part in the promotion of turnpikes and canals
was vital to the development of Staffordshire for 'they were the basis of the prosperity of the
Potteries' ” (McKendrick 429). His efforts connected Stoke-on-Trent to ports in Liverpool
and Chester, also allowing the white kaolin of Cornwall access to the mid-lands, kaolin
essential for the production of porcelain. Wedgewood was well aware that his efforts would
benefit the whole area and other potteries as well as his own.
A vital part of the whole new system of transportation for the region was the Trent
and Mersey Canal. This onerous project had the support of the entire community and
Wedgewood actually situated his Etruria factory on its shore. “'This scheme of a Navigation
is undoubtedly the best thing that could possibly be plan’d for this country & I hope there is a
great degree of probability of its being carried into execution' (Wedgewood’s letters from the
Wedgewood museum website).The proposed line of the canal passed the front of the Etruria
Works and afforded an easy means of transport connecting with both the ports of Liverpool
on the west coast and Hull on the east coast.
Wedgewood’s interest and expanding intelligence sought more and more of the metapicture of social progress as well as economic innovation. His reach grew in his maturity and
he was an ardent abolitionist. Slavery was antithetical to his maturing philosophical position
of emancipation and of a general improvement in the lives of all men and women. “In the
1780s Josiah Wedgwood became increasingly concerned about the inhumanity of slavery. In
1787 he became a leading member of the Society for the Abolition of the Slave Trade”.
Wedgewood’s growing acquaintanceship included other abolitionists, such as “Thomas
Clarkson and William Wilberforce, with whom he became close friends” (Wedgewood
Museum website). He actually had a medallion designed and produced that represented the
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anti-slavery sentiment, representing what could be deemed an early example of art promoting
a social and political cause. He enlisted artist “William Hackwood, to model what was to
become the most important symbol of the abolitionist movement. The small cameo featured a
kneeling slave in chains and the motto 'Am I not a Man and a Brother'. […] They were one of
the earliest examples of a fashion item that was used to support a cause” (Wedgewood
Museum Website). Wedgewood’s progressive stance was felt in multiple areas of his
enterprise.
Wedgewood’s impact on the global economy, in particular that of porcelain, its
production and distribution was massive. “The director of Meissen complained in 1774 that
“the incredible number of English stoneware” entering Saxony had ruined his manufactory
and damaged the economy” (Finlay 292). Unlike the ‘vanity producers’ under the patronage
of the crown, such as Meissen and Sèvres, Wedgewood’s enterprise was established on
actual business principles of profitability, with an eye to increase the quality of life for his
workers and the overall improvement of regional transportation to optimize capacity for
exportation.
Like the entrepreneurs of Jingdezhen, he needed a commercially successful
commodity to survive and flourish. In contrast, continental manufacturers
functioned as primarily vanity enterprises, with rulers such as Louis the XV
and the Elector of Saxony treating their potteries like private stockrooms and
toy boxes, sustaining them with state subsidies and authoritarian directives.
(Finlay 290)
Wedgewood’s ceramic enterprise was a labor of love, ambition, and energetic renewal. His
grandfather’s Unitarian beliefs may have laid the intellectual groundwork that paved the way
for a ‘no holds barred’ approach to building a systematic and novel approach to production
that incorporated much of the latest technology and innovative methods of the day. Those
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methods and means of production led his competition in France and Germany not to mention
the entire production machine of Jingdezhen, to fail under the strength and conviction of the
Wedgewood venture. Highly productive, novel in its conceptual approach to subject matter,
Wedgewood began to dominate the field by the end of the 18th century. It was becoming
clear that an individual could rise up from the working class and develop a business, one
based on art, production, practice, and enterprise, that would rival the aristocratic patronage
that had held sway over the vast majority of the population of the better part of the world,
certainly the western world.
1.9

Adam Smith
Adam Smith’s contribution to economic thought was emerging as Wedgewood’s

success was on the rise. Smith was a synthesizer of economic theory, and his notions of the
division of labor and value theory stemmed from the extensive analysis he did of the
existing literature. His articulation of the division of labor played into Wedgwood’s
approach to setting up his productive forces. Smith also emphasized a protestant appeal to
economics, stressing the ability of making and selling to reign supreme over the vast
operation of the authoritarian aristocratic, inherited, and serf driven economic styles of the
earlier periods of economic assumptions. Custom, tradition, and habit played a prominent
role in the development of the European aristocracy for centuries, but the ability of a
working-class person to nurture and grow an enterprise the scale of the Wedgewood
Company had been unattainable in earlier times. New technologies such as the steam engine,
introduced by James Watt the same year as the Wealth of Nations was published, 1776,
created greater productive capacity for manufacturing. An increase in access to growing
markets and the capacity to ship excess wares abroad opened markets for Wedgewood and
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generated wealth where it had hitherto been unavailable. Adam Smith’s newly codified
political economy organized the best thinking from the Physiocrats and the mercantilists,
synthesizing economic thought and positing notions such as the division of labor, the
invisible hand of markets (the laissez-faire of the Physiocrats) and taking up the gauntlet of a
dawning age of the possibility of wealth for more people. The rise of capitalism in Europe
would meet its true successor in America and the new day dawning was not to be a peaceful
one.
Instead of a surfeit of practitioners and contributors, Smith’s Wealth of Nations boils
down much of the economic thinking up until the 18th century into his own understanding of
enterprise building that helped codify the rising role of production, labor, and manufacturing
that contributed to an improved economic circumstance for the nascent nation building
emerging during this tumultuous time. On the other hand, Smith also wrote The Sentiment of
Moral Judgement, a counter measure to what he knew was a powder keg of developmental
dynamism in his volume that set the tone for classical economics for two centuries, whose
affect might be used to exploit fellow humans. Unfortunately, the Judgement received far
less attention as The Wealth of Nations which inspired a true revolution in the release of
energy, power, wealth and potential; the affects of which we are still experiencing to this
day.
Porcelain in particular represents a focused material upon which to thread this
narrative as it participated in the development of wealth, emphasized representations of
multiculturalism, and satisfied the new growth industry of consumerism for an expanding
public with increasing coffers of discretionary income. Factory workers became consumers
of the surplus of designed objects created to satisfy both the needs and desires of a public
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heretofore neglected as the underclass of an aristocratic oligarchy. Hauser argues that the
economics of Smith uncovers a notion of freedom that is in fact nothing more than a new
ideology, writing “The raising of labor to the level of an ethical force, its glorification and
adoration, is fundamentally nothing but the ideological transfiguration of the striving for
success and profit and an attempt to simulate even those elements who share least in the
fruits of their labor and into enthusiastic cooperation. The idea of freedom is part of the
same ideology” (55). These sentiments foreshadow the Marxist critique ahead, underlining
inherent problems baked into the DNA of capitalist enterprise. However, the sweeping
critique of capitalism misses essential parts of the program that are indeed crucial to the
improvement of economic and therefore general quality of life for the greater part of the
population. Hauser goes on to write, “The essence of the Industrial Revolution consists in
the triumph of this principle over the medieval and mercantilist regulations. Modern
economy first begins with the introduction of the principle of laissez-faire, and the idea of
individual freedom first succeeds in establishing itself as the ideology of this economic
liberalism”. (55) His lack of acknowledgement of Adam Smith’s Moral Sentiments joins the
chorus of critics neglecting the importance of a balance of public interest with self-interest.
Smith’s attention to self-interest in The Wealth of Nations became the modus operandi of
modern economic ideology. However, Niehans writes that the central idea in The Theory of
Moral Sentiments “is the concept that the impartial spectator helps man distinguish right
from wrong. For the same purpose Kant invented the categorical imperative and Freud the
super-ego. Smith saw no inconsistency between the self-interest inherent in the Wealth of
Nations and the ethical imperative in the Moral Sentiments” (62). Indeed, these conflicts in
economic thinking continue to plague individuals, communities and nations as global fiscal
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realities conflict with local needs, centralizing and decentralizing, forming and unforming,
creating movement, flowing, extending and retreating, expanding during moments of peace,
ever interrupted by turmoil, revolution and war. Dialectics of self and community, the
individual and common weal, the artist and the entrepreneur, actually inspire and inform
with energy, albeit negative. Hegel’s thinking begins to unfold.
The late 18th century saw a decided shift in ideology from the aristocratic
authoritarian and oligarch to an emergent consciousness, that of the peasant/capitalist; the
proto-tycoon in Josiah Wedgewood who would make clear that concerted effort and
fundamental economic practices could lead to a fundamental change in the fortunes of free
men. Freedom, laissez-faire and economic independence became a possibility for far more
people than had hitherto been possible. However, this shift in fortune did not “go gently into
the night”, as the death toll began for an overreaching aristocratic character. The American
Revolution of 1776, the French Revolution of 1789, and the nascent Industrial Revolution
itself would forever change the economic fortunes of growing numbers of peoples, and
therefore access to leisure, literacy and the opportunity for participation in an aesthetic
impulse that might avail positive territory in newly emerging consciousness in the capitalist
episteme.
1.10

Conclusion
My goal of establishing a foundation for an Econo-aesthetic begins with the telling of

the origin of porcelain production in Europe, which aids in delineating the aristocratic
episteme, followed by the capitalist episteme. The transition from these two epistemes is
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described through a genealogy of aesthetics, vis a vis porcelain, economics and situated
around philosophic positions of the 18th century.
This chapter opened with the Dutch mercantilists who introduced Europe to porcelain
as an import from China. This active trade increased the velocity with which people became
exposed to foreign cultures and the start of a global trade network was established. Porcelain
was an important feature of this period and became an object of desire for the aristocracy in
power in the post-Renaissance period, which I refer to as the aristocratic episteme.
Additionally, Descartes and Spinoza’s philosophical judgement contributed to an
understanding of conditions in the Netherlands. Openness was part of the country’s attributes
and these two philosophers benefitted from that freedom. Porcelain found its European
productive origin in Germany, at the Meissen factory under the patronage of the Elector of
Saxony in 1708. The ability of the German manufacture to create an indigenous porcelain
meant that the demand for porcelain from Asia was slowly curtailed. Meissen was tapped for
much of the desired substance in circulation in the early 18th century. The French followed
with the establishment of the Sèvres factory outside of Paris. The French porcelain facility
was considered in the hegemonic oversight of Colbert with an eye to shoring the monarch’s
coffers. While Colbert practiced a somewhat late version of mercantilism, the French
Physiocrats had an important moment in the late 18th century, describing an economic
condition inherent in land ownership that they describe as laissez-faire, prescient of later
market economics to emerge in the 20th century.
The chapter ends with an account of the British porcelain from the midlands,
especially the up and coming capitalist, Josiah Wedgewood. Both Sèvres and Meissen fall
under the rubric of the aristocratic episteme based of their royal patrons. August the II, the
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elector of Saxony was responsible for the establishment and success of the early Meissen
manufacture and Louis the XV, who with his consort Madame de Pompadour, elevated the
position of Vincennes then Sèvres to that of a royal manufactory. Wedgewood’s
technological innovations and associations with inventors such as James Watt of steam
engine fame, helped elevate his status as skilled workman to that of capitalist owner,
dominating the porcelain manufacturing throughout Europe by the end of the 18th century.
Wedgewood, schooled in an open environment was also unfettered by an onerous social
structure that might have hobbled his otherwise bright and effusive energy. Finally, Adam
Smith’s economics introduced the notion of the division of labor, a very helpful condition for
a growing industry with a thirsty market for the objects of the factories output.
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Chapter 2
The Capitalist Episteme:
Revolution, Romanticism, and Reification

We have seen how in chapter one porcelain’s role in the shift from the aristocratic
episteme to the capitalist episteme is pivotal in the development of an Econo-aesthetic.
Wedgewood emerged as a significant player in the transition and tumult of the late 18 /early
th

19 century and lays claim to that influence. In this chapter I further my argument toward an
th

Econo-aesthetic process, through an analysis of 19 century historical developments.
th

Beginning with the French Revolution and threading through evolving economic theory I
examine problems emerging from the rise in class consciousness, commodity fetishism and
alienation stemming from the growth of capitalism due to industrialization. The history of
porcelain continues to serve as the litmus test to demonstrate the argument that the gap
between art and economics is a misrepresentation of an increasingly reified social condition.
Walcha, Paredes and Fäy-Halle and Mundt ground the scholarship of the history of the grand
porcelain factories of Europe.
The 19 century is a pivotal century in the development of capitalism. As such, the
th

overarching methodology of a genealogic examination borrowed from Foucault and New
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Historicism continues to broaden the context of this narrative history of art and money. This
history weaves a thick description of the changing circumstances in the artist’s studio, in
particular the porcelain studio. The 19 century is the moment when aesthetics and
th

economics become deeply divided. Kant figures into the division with his contribution to the
development of the genius and autonomy as ideals, important arguments that build up a new
aesthetic theory grounded on form. I will also discuss Kant’s contribution to Romanticism.
Conversely, Hegel’s dialectical methodology informed Marx’s historical materialism,
contributing to the concept of commodity fetishism and to an understanding of the value of
labor, important factors in my argument about the aesthetic/economic divide. Marx’s value
theory informs his view on alienated labor as exclusionary to the creative and artistic labor of
the free individual. Both thinkers are significant in tracing the development of thought with
regards to the increasing alienation of workers, also significant details that point to the
parallel rift arising between art and money. Porcelain’s proliferating ubiquity represents the
material expression of an aesthetic imperative that is increasingly populist. Ordinary people
have access to what was once preserved for the aristocracy in the form of porcelain. My
argument asserts that the conflation of aesthetics and economics has been separated from the
ground floor, that of the artists themselves, and that the recuperation of an integrated
condition is of vital importance. I will demonstrate that a consequence of this reintegration
results in the protection and fostering of communities. This chapter examines how the rise of
capitalism and industrialization, in particular in porcelain production, created a gap between
art and money and the reification of social interactions. As such, an examination of 19

th

century historical events and circumstances in Europe and later the US demonstrate an
understanding of growing divisions between the individual and society through the continued
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enterprise of Meissen and Sèvres and other porcelain producers across the century,
demonstrating the durable nature of porcelain and its successful production in changing
circumstances.
Engaging in a Marxist critique of capital shines a light on the growing gap between
art and economy. Polanyi iterates the economic transition at play during the rise in mass
production while the material of porcelain itself sustains the dialectical argument between the
aesthetic and the economic, and Lukács articulates the history of class consciousness as it
reflects a Marxist aesthetic. I use porcelain to demonstrate how artistic production is affected
by the increasing division of labor, how commodity production and reification are present in
porcelain production and how social and class consciousness emerged at this time. Rousseau,
Kant, and the Romantic philosophers, poets and artists reflect the creative impulse toward a
human response to the destabilizing reverberations of change set off by the French
Revolution. The German philosophers ground theoretical debates in the formation of
idealism, the potential of which is exploited in the Romantics. The notion of Genius itself,
the artistic precedent outlined in Kant, will be examined as a gendered exuberance of art and
nature, a classification whose hyperbolic designation interferes with the artist’s potential and
composite role in community.
Later 19 century porcelain manufacture will be examined as the Arts and Crafts
th

movements of England and the US inspired studio art and studio pottery movements that
interrupt, quietly but decisively, the overwhelming commodification of porcelain production.
These emergent forms of production represent a neo-romantic impulse informed by John
Ruskin and William Morris. The final section of the chapter sets up the third chapter that will
take up the thread from the Arts and Crafts movement’s impact on the development of studio
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pottery and how the advent of conceptual art broadened the very definition of art in the 20

th

century. Early examples of feminist interventions are explored as Ohio’s ceramic arts and
industry animated by the phenomenon of two Worlds Fairs inspired Mary Louise
McLaughlin and Maria Longworth Nichols’s work in porcelain. Max Weber informs this
section as his important work The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism articulates
difficulties and dialectics between religion and enterprise.
2.1 The French Revolution
When the bourgeoisie stormed the Bastille on July 14, 1789, a massive shift took
place whose reverberations would be felt for generations. Wallerstein describes the “historic
turning point the French Revolution” the moment when the “concept of sovereignty went
from the monarch to the people.” The end of the beginning was nigh and political change
became “normal” and “in fact desirable” (Wallerstein 51). Porcelain manufactories such as
Sèvres and Meissen sustained production through this period and shifted from the workroom
of princes to organized, capitalist facilities utilizing better technology as well as divided labor
and new managerial practices. The rising bourgeoisie class “were beginning to furnish their
houses in a luxurious fashion which previously only the aristocracy had been able to afford ...
In France the monopoly formerly enjoyed by the Sèvres porcelain factory had disappeared in
the whirlwind of the Revolution” (Faÿ-Hallé et al 7). Porcelain production spread as a result
of the Revolution whose pressure released creative capacity and unlocked secret formulas.
“Hardness, whiteness, and translucency may have made porcelain an attractive commodity,
but secrecy made it a cipher of courtly, and later national ambitions” (Adamson 67). In
addition, the former aristocratic holdings were suddenly in disarray, workers needing to regroup and re-form, based on the skills at hand. Smaller, diverse facilities began to proliferate.
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By the end of the 19 century, what had been a rarified and exclusive occupation and
th

commodity became, if not ubiquitous, then certainly more commonly available than had been
prior. The exclusive production formulas and techniques that were so rare during the 18

th

century gave way to a wide spread access to the ways of porcelain in the 19 century.
th

The end of the 18 century experienced a paradigmatic shift in social history as the
th

French Revolution flamed through Paris and the awakening of human agency forever
revealed its potential. The aristocratic episteme symbolized by the Ancien Regime had
reached its twilight; feudalism was at a fateful end. Hegel’s master/slave narrative describing
feudalism was transitioning the economic object into the social subject of capitalism. The end
of the beginning, according to William Doyle, was 1789, a watershed year that saw the
establishment of the National Assembly in France (3). Soboul’s account of the French
Revolution assumes a decidedly Marxist position as he
maintains that the French Revolution can only be understood and explained as class
struggle, in which the bourgeoisie, backed by the still inchoate force of the lower
classes, wrested power from the aristocracy, overthrew the old order, and restructured
the state to fit its own interests; these events in turn opened the way for the triumph of
mature industrial capitalism in the next century. (xi)
Capitalism came to replace feudalism as an economic force, a means to free production from
the tradition-bound constraints of the old guard. 1789 saw the uprising of a starved
population, a newly minted middle class in the guise of the bourgeoisie bolstered by peasant
laborers who would become the proletariat in Marx’s critique of industrial capitalism.
In France, The National Assembly replaced the Estates General in response to an
overwhelming outcry by a neglected populace consisting of the bourgeoisie and the peasant
class, working in concert to wrest power and freedom from the aristocracy and clergy. The
Estates Generals was formed in 1614, and in fact met only twice; 1614 and 1789. The Estates
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General consisted of three estates. The first, the clergy and the church, were tax-exempt,
living on an enforced 10% tithe. France was a catholic nation and tithes were the common
tax on peasantry and bourgeoisie alike to pay for prayers and petitions to God. The second
estate, the nobility, included all the royal and titled people living off the labor of the
peasantry and the business of bourgeoisie, a small sliver of the population, also paying little
or no taxes to the crown. Finally, the third estate consisted of everyone else, the vast majority
of the people of France. Peasants, farmers, merchants, all of the people that lived outside the
court or the church hierarchy made up the vast body of this unrepresented people. “The third
estate comprised within its ranks the entire non-noble population – 96 percent of the nation
according to Sieyès” (Soboul 15). This section of the population is the people that led the
revolution. It was these taxpayers, tired of paying into a system that gave them no voice and
inadequate representation, who finally revolted against the non-working elites. The
bourgeoisie led the revolution but it was the support and bolstering of that economic class by
the peasantry that was responsible for the success of the uprisings against the injustices of the
crown and church. After the second meeting in 150 years of the Estates General called by
Louis the XVI to quell what was clearly becoming a major problem, the Third Estate broke
away and formed the National Assembly (Doyle 37-40). I mention this point within the
French Revolution as the first moment in history, other than the US seceding from the British
crown, where the peoples’ uprising actually ousted the authority of inherited wealth, prestige
and power. The significant enactment of the impact of will of a violent and overwhelming
force of non-royal peoples would create a disruption in the aristocratic episteme reinforcing
the capitalist and the emergent democratic epistemes. Capitalism was replacing feudal
systems of economic determinism.
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The French Revolution “chose to follow the untried dreams of rationalizing and selfstyled ‘philosophers’ who had sapped faith in monarchy, the social order, and God himself”
(Doyle 3). Events leading up to the French Revolution illuminate a culture of harsh,
overbearing authoritarianism that led to starvation and injustices so extreme that drastic
measures were necessary and the public unleashed and reinforced the chaos of the reign of
terror.
When the lower classes were roused to action by bad harvests and economic distress
that inevitably ensued, they did not behave as a separate class but acted in
conjunction with the artisans and followed the lead of the bourgeoisie; this was the
combination of forces that dealt the most effective blows to the Old Regime. (Soboul
20)
The collaboration of these disparate groups and economic forces came together as a result of
a declining moral energy on the part of the sovereign in tandem with a sustained draught and
the mandatory taxation imposed by clergy and crown. The bourgeoisie were experiencing an
increase in wealth that the principles of capitalism’s practice through production and new
ways of trading, mercantilist methods and the growing global community. “The French
Revolution marked a decisive stage in the transition from feudalism to capitalism … the
autonomy of the capitalistic mode of production was assured and an irreversible step was
taken in the direction of the bourgeois system of relations in production and exchange”
(Soboul 155). The blockades to this expansion by an outdated political system bolstered by a
dysfunctional monarchy were crumbling as the middle classes joined forces with rural
peasantry and “direct petty producers” to protest, to organize and to rise up.
While society endured turmoil, the porcelain factory at Sèvres, somehow, remained
intact. In spite of the reinforcement of its aristocratic aspirations, Sèvres maintained its
productive capacity, or at least its physical plant. By 1800 the factory had a new director,
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Alexander Brongniart (Paredes 61). Brongniart’s talents and ingenuity re-infused the old
factory with the vitality it needed to continue its life in the newly formed France. Porcelain
production reflected the evolving role of the skilled artisan in an increasingly industrial
setting. The makers of porcelain objects were subjected to roles inherent in the division of
labor necessitated by capitalist imperatives.
Although the revolution advanced a democratic potential, the rise of Napoleon
counter-indicated its lasting effect. Napoleon’s influence and impact on Sèvres is interesting
to note. When crowned emperor by his own decree in 1804, Sèvres was poised to reinforce
his claim in its capacity to produce elegant dinner services, vases and luxury items to both
furnish his own personal apartments and as diplomatic gifts to foreign dignitaries (Paredes
63). Sèvres reemerged as a conservative element of artistic production, as the revolutionaries,
radical in orientation, left the factory alone in its sack of Paris. Sèvres continued to reinforce
the aristocratic episteme, part of porcelain’s durable nature, extending a sphere of knowledge
and tradition that sustained political conservatism.
De Tocqueville posited that the Revolution’s “real purpose was to do away
everywhere with what remained of the institutions of the middle ages” (Soboul 1). However,
large manufactories like Sèvres embodied a hybridity concurrent in the quickly shifting
political and economic scene. At once a productive business, making objects in an
increasingly industrial setting, Sèvres maintained the hierarchy of a large scale enterprise.
The development or continuance of the small scale artisan within the large scale porcelain
manufacture was an unlikely proposition at the turn of the 19th century. However, the
transition from feudalism to capitalism opened the potential of an autonomous, free worker to
move and influence culture. The artisan, and in affect the artist, became a seed of powerful
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transformative energy, a standing reserve of vitality lying in wait for the time when that
potential might begin to fully awaken a future inherent in the human condition. Class
consciousness creates a dialectical pulling and pushing, a back and forth that energizes the
self in society to work, to push, to power the evolutionary forces preferable to the negative
violent repercussions of repression and reaction. The French Revolution marks the beginning
of a two-hundred-year possibility of a democratic uprising. The economic consequence of the
revolution was the move to open exchange, an increase of the newly capitalistic form of
monetary reform that left the paternalistic traditions of feudalism in tatters. Feudalism
entered into a dialectical war with capitalism and capitalism dominated in the capitalist
episteme. Lukács writes that Hegel’s “philosophy of history culminated in the revolutionary
hope that the revival of antiquity in and through the French Revolution would lead to a new
era of freedom, and the true hegemony of man, an era without positivity” (Keenan 95).
Hegel’s dialectics of negation, sublation and the consequences of history inform an
understanding of the process of economic expansion. Hegelian Geist points to a completion,
an end and an overarching system, a whole. Economics shares that conceit in an attempt to
establish a world system as capitalism, an analysis of that which we will see in Wallerstein,
chapter’s three and four. However, it is the master/slave narrative that encompasses a
Hegelian understanding of the feudal age that is coming to an end and with it, the shift away
from the aristocratic episteme. For Hegel, “the battle of Jena […] is of capital importance.
[…] History, which began with the ‘first’ Fight for prestige, ended in the wars of Napoleon”
(Kojeve 44). Hegel’s dialectics provide a limited view within the context of the quickly
expanding social subjectivity enlivened under a Kantian consciousness toward bourgeois
subjectivity. The French Revolution opened the realm of agency within the consciousness of
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the bourgeois subject and class became part of the development of the capitalist episteme.
2.2 Kant and the Origin of Class Consciousness
Class consciousness itself is felt almost abruptly at the turn of the nineteenth century.
Prior to the formation of the National Assembly, the third estate, all of the non-noble peoples
of France, were lumped into one category. The sense of a social class did not exist. The
Ancien Regime subsumed these differences in class distinctions through the traditions and
customs of feudalism. Soboul posits that “in the society of the Old Regime, with its
aristocratic values, the different values, the different social groups were lumped together
under the general heading of the Third Estate and were not clearly distinguished from one
another” (18). The history of the bourgeoisie signaled the start of economics as an extension
of feudalism dating back to the Middle Ages. The third estate as a political body denigrated
distinctions that came to be known as class distinctions in the years following the revolution.
However, the bourgeoisie existed as the new class of ownership, the owners of the means of
production and the power behind the revolution. This history of class consciousness became
the ground for the Marxist critique of capital and the analysis of the dialectical propositions
inherent in our understanding of these economic distinctions growing in French
consciousness and by extension the general social awareness of Western Europe.
From the porcelain factory to Kant the question of genius, autonomy and heteronomy
raises the possibility of an intertextual linking of ideas with the grounded action of making.
Kant’s arguments regarding autonomy, beauty and its moral significance place art itself at the
pinnacle of human achievement reserved for the genius. “Beauty is the symbol of morality”
(Kant 178) is a clarion cry for the aesthetic impulse, an imperative born of the artist’s quest
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for redemption on the altar of self-expression. While the notion of expression indicates an
expression of self to another, Kant is more concerned with an individuated self, one free from
the constraints of considerations of the other. Kant’s a priori echoes Descartes’s cogito, an
imperative for autonomy as the ideological authority in the pursuit of truth. Heteronomy, on
the other hand, plays a secondary role in the Kantian model, in describing a compromised
and therefore inferior “judgment that would be determined by reference to such an end
(would) found upon heteronomy, instead of founding upon autonomy and being free, as
befits a judgment of taste” (174). Kant reasons that taste must be determined by the free and
autonomous self. This then begs the question, what kind of subject does the “free and
autonomous self” express? The expression of bourgeois subjectivity? The aristocrat? Surely
not the peasant, the worker or the craftsperson who labors under Kant’s supposed drudgery.
But, as bourgeois consciousness begins with Kant, the power inherent in that consciousness
led to schisms occurring in this epistemic transition from feudalism to capitalism.
The notion of Genius evolved from Descartes’s cogito and is further articulated by
Kant. Genius, according to Kant, the product of myriad specific and non-localized traits, was
alone capable of creating works even worthy of the name art. If the Renaissance operated
under the rubric of the artisan’s workshop, where painters and sculptors followed traditional
standards of guilds that provided apprenticeships and the development of trades and
journeymen, then the enlightenment produced the genius. The Renaissance’s model of artisan
workshops, precursors to art school–employing apprentices, journeymen, and eventually
masters, allowed that skill developed through work. Material and skill “a neat and unusual
equivalence between the values of the theoretical and the practical” (Baxandall 17)
contributed to the worth of a picture. Talent and temperament determined the value of an
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artwork. Kant posited that “genius is the talent (natural endowment) which gives the rule to
art” (136). The Genius labors alone, tortured yet buoyed by the mysterious inspiration and
intuition that transcends learning. The Genius happens. The laborer struggles under the
remunerative imperative imposed by her master whereas the Genius is free, held up in
abeyance of all the worldly necessities that are required of the mortal slaving away for their
supper.
Kant is a key figure in looking at the role of autonomy in the development of freedom
on the road to the notion of Genius. The individual, prior to Kant, didn’t really exist. The
cogito of Descartes breaks open that possibility, but it is Kant that codifies the individual and
the imperative of freedom. Culture was defined by unexamined tradition and the tradition of
the lord, king and aristocrat, wrestled and preserved by the rich, powerful and strong,
sustained by birth right and royal decree. The rising notion of autonomy for the artist is an
important concept of the late 18 century, articulated by Kant as the individual capable of
th

embodying those exceptional qualities, unparalleled and entirely unique, the creator of
newness and novelty – the inventor of new ways of being in the world. Born of freedom,
freedom of mind, not necessarily body, autonomy, as an idea, became a significant strategy
in the development of the bourgeois individual. While autonomy is an essential component of
the development of freedom and representation, the role of genius as its consequent
interlocutor created myriad problems of identity, dissociation and difference for the artist.
Exclusivity increased as the artist finds herself outside the realm of being in society. The
problem with the notion of genius is the distance that idea creates for the artist from the
community. Genius runs the risk of “valorizing the accomplishments of one individual (that)
perpetuates the neglect of joint and communal creativity in favor of a kind of masculine
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heroism” (Korsmeyer 12). The notion of genius also invokes a schism between art and craft,
an unfortunate side effect of the distinction between the skilled laborer and the exceptional
individual artist. The artisan achieves success through work, and practice while the artist
achieves success through genius. These are ideas that go back to the late 18 and early 19
th

th

centuries in Kant and Hegel. Kant posits that
Art is further distinguished from handicraft. The first is called free, the other may be
called remunerative art. We look on the former as something which could only be
called purposive (be a success) as play; i.e. an occupation which is agreeable on its
own account; but the second a labor i.e. a business, which on its own account is
disagreeable (drudgery). (133)
This statement sets the tone for this period and for the next two hundred years. Two hundred
years that leaves art itself in a shamble of separation, exclusion and the unfortunate
circumstance of misrepresentation. The notion of Genius perpetuates the aristocratic
episteme – genius as the spawn of privilege and ultimately the prestige economy. This notion
will be further developed in chapter three, especially as the gendered subject and the
perception of genius.
The 18 century ended in a bloody turmoil, in particular in France and the USA. The
th

French Revolution, right on the heels of the American Revolution, opened a chasm of
consciousness between the aristocratic episteme and emergent capitalist epistemes.
Aesthetics and economics continued to grow separate trajectories, creating a gap and
blunting the impulse toward creative evolution but layering potential depth and creating
possible integration later on. Porcelain remained the handmaiden of the aristocracy for a
while longer, until clay formulas and the ability of the potter herself broke free of the
constraints of an oppressive aesthetic dictated by the aggrandizing individual.
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2.3 Hegelian Dialectics
Hegel’s phenomenology, on the other hand, embraces a broader world view.
Profoundly affected by the French Revolution, Hegel saw Napoleon as the great redeemer of
the people, not just of France but also of the world. As he put the finishing touches on his
Phenomenology of Mind in Jena in 1806, the same year, in fact the same moment that
Napoleon’s army’s over ran that city, he was in a sense buoyed by the meaning of that
conquest. In a letter Hegel wrote to Niethammer, he exudes that “I saw the Emperor – this
world-soul – riding out of the city on reconnaissance. It is indeed a wonderful sensation to
see such an individual, who, concentrated here at a single point, astride a horse, reaches out
over the world and masters it ... this extraordinary man, whom it is impossible not to admire”
(Pinkard 228). For Hegel, history was the key to progress. Dialectical historicism and as
such, social and therefore heteronomous qualities determined his thinking about the
development of man. Keeping Kant and Hegel in mind as they were writing at and around
the time of the French Revolution broadens the epistemic horizon of porcelain in the 19

th

century.
The deepening chasm between aesthetics and economics was also part of the division
of labor articulated by Adam Smith, where efficiency in industrial production was favored in
an increasingly capitalistic world. The aristocratic episteme begins to give way to the
capitalist episteme, freedom her tagline and autonomy her champion. The individual begins
to assert her claim as being in a world of changing ideologies. The Hegelian dialectic
articulates the growing distinction countering thought and action, art and money, and history
and philosophy. The enlightenment marked the start of the modern era, a time when thinking
itself grows as a power and specialization emerges as an active force. The thinking individual
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with enough self determination and will is able to create a place in the world apart from the
pre-destined confines of birth. This possibility is truly a product of the 19 century and the
th

result of the previous century’s hard won arguments by philosophers and practitioners, Josiah
Wedgewood the example at hand. Wedgewood comes out of the empirical tradition of
England and the revolution there won a century prior to the French Revolution. Wedgewood
represents capitalism in its early form. As such, porcelain plays an uncanny role as a
dialectical material, important in the history and making of the aristocratic episteme, but also
emphasizing and elaborating the rise of capitalism. As the 19 century progresses, I will show
th

how porcelain shifts from being the hand maiden of the aristocracy to being the catalyst of a
growing insurgence of the worker’s ability to manipulate the material in an aesthetic sense,
for pleasure and utility.
Hegel lays claim to the time as “a birth-time, and a period of transition. The spirit of
man has broken with the old order of things hitherto prevailing, and with the old ways of
thinking, and it is in the mind to let them all sink into the depths of the past and to set about
its own transformation” (75). In this transition we see the shift from aristocratic to
capitalistic mode of production, opening into a realm of potential for individual agency as an
emergent phenomenon. Porcelain’s contribution to this expanded opening exists as a novel
form of aesthetic practice, during the first part of the century within the confines of the
existing productive facilities but quickly expanding into the realm of the individual artists’
studios. The rise of trade in the 17 century that led to the distribution of Chinese porcelain
th

into a growing body of appreciative consumers led to its appropriation as a material in the
18 century as we have seen in the previous chapter. Porcelain continues to provide valuable
th

feedback to the practitioner, the artist, and represents a profitable way forward within the

95

confines of an externally predicated facility. Meissen continued its productive practices into
the 19 century and responded to the changing world conditions, the industrial revolution and
th

the rise in class consciousness by improving production processes. New kilns were installed,
new managerial methods including the consolidation of chemical processes were enacted and
a new accounting system, regular bookkeeping as opposed to the “earlier occasional method”
contributed to greater profitability and therefore the sustainability of the manufacture. In
order to sustain a porcelain facility like Meissen or Sèvres, the manufactories had to change
with the times. Upgrading and updating production while continually introducing artistic
freshness challenged the old guard but often forced innovation and change to remain an
essential aspect of the factories evolution. Both Meissen and Sèvres contributed porcelain
dinner services to foreign dignitaries, sometimes both working on commissions for the same
service. A notable example of this practice was the Wellington Service made for Arthur
Wellesley, who became the Duke of Wellington after his armies defeated Napoleon at
Waterloo. Meissen, Sèvres, Berlin, and Vienna all contributed to this expansive dinner
service. The Meissen contribution consisted in the 134 pieces of dessert ware (Walcha183).
The economic and aesthetic divide continued unabated, however, creating a growing
chasm between the realm of beauty and the realm of finance. This schism, while expanding
the potential for expression of human consciousness as an end in itself, separated the role of
aesthetics in the heteronomous world of connected being. The separation of aesthetics and
economics, the material and the spiritual, replicates old assumptions that forward a theology
whose actuality ultimately impedes freedom and imprisons the imagination. An embedded
economics, one that hearkens back to Aristotle, might actually possess a deeper freedom, one
that would create the conditions of freedom for the species as opposed to the individual. The
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systemic continuance of traditional thinking about materiality and spirit, or intuition and
reason, or, in this case specifically, economics and aesthetics, that separates these dialectics
blunts the possibility of being part of nature and participating in society. The separation of
aesthetics and economics imposed upon consciousness by the owner class with scant
consideration for the wage laborer was easily enforced until class consciousness appeared
during the middle of the 19 century.
th

2.4

Foucault and Representation
Foucault’s approach to cultural history contributes, helping to highlight the

complexity of porcelain’s role in the shift from aristocratic to capitalist episteme, toward a
deliberative democratic process that shapes this theory of the conflation of art and money.
The importance and urgency of a continued shift toward a culture of agency, of the aesthetic
imperative and an absorption of the economic condition cannot be overstated. Capital,
wealth, and democracy are inherently linked and yet it is power that would rule the eventual
direction of culture and society. Foucault’s ideas about power, historically generated through
public punishment, the reinforcement of inherited rites of authority and conforming sexual
identities, all conspire to regulate human behavior under the thumb of the ruling elite, held up
by non-productive wealth. He posits that “the analysis of exchange and money gives way to
the study of production” and that the natural order of wealth and value “changes entirely”
(xxiii) in the 19 century. The aristocratic episteme, suffering early blows to its authority with
th

the industrialization of production, the Wedgewood porcelain manufacturing facility setting a
new precedent in England, received a deep threat to its millennium-long stability during the
late 18 century as tumbrils rolled down the street and heads rolled in Paris.
th
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Foucault’s suggestion that representation is a form of repetition (17) goes on to
outline how convenience, emulation, analogy, and sympathy hold the actual nature of things
and hence, the way of the world. Representation manifests in convenience suggesting a sort
of status quo, the allowance of what had been to continue along the lines of what will be. For
Foucault, convenience contains circles linked in a chain of continuance, adjacencies
influencing, and firing inspiration from one to the next, but also keeping in check possible
discontinuities. The aesthetic embodied in early 19 century porcelain and its potential to
th

integrate art and money contains the critique of power Foucault so ardently pursued. Power,
in the guise of porcelain production, was a way to emphasize wealth, to emulate position and
reflect the sympathy of the owner of the object with classical and artistically ‘superior’ taste
in objects. The porcelain objects produced at Sèvres during Napoleon’s reign display this
effect, as well as Meissen’s production. The use of porcelain as diplomatic gift bears out the
importance of porcelain in pushing a political agenda.
Manufactured as exquisite representations of classical antiquity, the mimetic nature of
porcelain from this era served in the realm of the gift, often used to mark an important
wedding or as gifts for foreign dignitaries. Social turmoil was neglected as part of the story
reflected on the porcelain objects. The surfaces of the most expensive pieces were covered
with paintings derived from a history of images, an imagined past that reminded the user of
finer things, a snap shot of a flirtation ever emblazoned on the surface of the fine, hard
surface of the difficult material object. Porcelain’s complex manufacturing character made it
the stuff of established factories, like Sèvres, even after the Revolution.
Porcelain stands as material witness to time and place in an enduring way, projecting
multiple essences of ideologic certitude by virtue of its permanence. Porcelain’s complicated
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technical properties held much attention for the first thousand years of its existence as a
material of aesthetic potential. But after that long durational life, porcelain became more than
a commodity or luxury item. It retained elements of rare and elegant expression in the hands
of accomplished masters of her manufacture. The manufactories themselves were like
refuges for the talented artists and artisans held in their employ. The division of labor
described by Adam Smith in the Wealth of Nations is less desirable in the porcelain factory
where the actual object of her production is likened to that of art, the elusive object produced
by the genius described by Kant. Kändler, the exceptional sculptor from the Meissen factory
in the 18 century, embodies the skill and mastery necessary for the development of
th

outstanding works of art made in porcelain. His artworks stem from the accumulated
expertise of working with the very tricky and difficult material properties of porcelain,
reconciled with an expressive capacity that contains visual acuity, the élan of observation and
the choice of subject that appealed to clients seeking the aggrandizing properties inherent in
porcelain at the time.
The French Revolution inserted a broadened view of humanity into the power
structure that had prior been neglected by a large swath of the population, the vast majority
of the French people in fact. Hence, The Rights of Man began its foray into the minds of the
common folk and a massive paradigm shift was underway. Thomas Kuhn’s paradigm shift
(The Structure of Scientific Revolutions) is similar to the episteme; but whereas the episteme
indicates the broad knowledge base of an era or fundamental thought of a frame of mind
immanent in the social structures of a time and place, including philosophy, economics,
aesthetics, and politics, Kuhn’s paradigm shift indicates a vast shift in consciousness..
Foucault’s use of the epistemic process was deeply rooted in discourse, as text was in and of
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itself part of the modern condition that determined symptomatic underpinnings defining
certain parts of history. However, the vastness of the human condition leaves a poverty of
reality in the true nature of a time and place. The Declaration of the Rights of Man emerged
from the National Assembly when the second meeting the Estate General, truly a paradigm
shift, failed to reconcile the vast disparity between the privileged few and the starving
multitudes. It formed and still contains fundamental principles of constitutional law that
protect the rights of individuals within the sovereign nation of France. Thomas Paine’s Rights
of Man is linked to the French document and both were inspired and informed by
enlightenment scholars, Thomas Jefferson and General Lafayette (Fremont-Barnes 190). It
informed an emerging individualism and gave a voice to the heretofore silent wants needs
and desires of what was to become the proletariat. The notion of Genius was an important
subject within the rights of man, as anyone with intelligence and talent might reveal himself
as an exceptional individual, regardless of birthright. However, the notion of genius remains
more a bridge across a chasm than a necessary truth.
2.5 The Rise of Romanticism
Genius and the Rights of Man are represented by freedom, autonomy and agency,
crucial concepts of social and individual aspiration born of the enlightenment and articulated
by Kant. While the French sought to shake off the shackles of authority and despotism during
the French Revolution, Romanticism emerged in Germany as thought sought its antecedents
and the nostalgic imperative of the good life inserted itself into the consciousness of artists,
poets and philosophical writers.7 Meissen’s founding was by chance prior to the outbreak of
those momentus decades and perhaps in reaction to Frederick the Great’s authoritarian
response toward unification, the Germanic rise of the individual, the Sturm und Drang
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inspired by the revolution in the United States and the literate and discursive philosophizing
of Hamann, Herder and Kant that opened a fissure in the placid calm of prior centuries’
rationalist approach to organized living. Berlin describes Romanticism in its origins as a
reaction to the idealism of the enlightenment, the prototypical period of unification and
nationalism. If the rationalism of the Enlightenment laid the ground work for science to leap
forward, capitalism, the division of labor and mechanization allowed economic growth to
flourish and explode during the industrial revolution. While enlightenment thinkers
originated the idea of genius, the Romantics took it and ran with it.
Romanticism fueled the literary and artistic passions of the late 18 and early 19
th

th

centuries. The Romantic vision of human endeavor was indeed a passionate way of coping
with a devastated landscape. The French Revolution and Germany’s 30 years’ war left ruin in
their wake. The phrase Sturm and Drang (Storm and Stress) first appeared as a play by
German playwright Klinger in 1760 (Berlin 64). The sentiment perfectly summed up the
passion inherent in the German consciousness of the time. It spilled over into the British
poetic work of Wordsworth and Blake. The passion and violence unleashed by the aesthetic
expression inherent in Romanticism resonated with the shifting conditions in social
development due to the rise of capitalism, the release of energy and power in the
development of the machine and technology. This period of thought exploded convention
and opened the door to the passionate expression of emotion and nationalism versus the
serfdom of a feudal society, one beholden to the crown and inherited power and wealth.
Romanticism’s reaction to the enlightenment reveled in nature and celebrated the mystical
potential of a transcendental metaphysics. Rousseau posits that “One does not begin by
reasoning but by feeling” (11) from the essay On the Origin of Language, whose preface
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accords Rousseau with Romanticism’s paternity. According to Berlin, however, there were
“two men who were responsible for Romanticism: the first is Herder and the second is Kant.
… The three doctrines of Herder (that) contributed powerfully to the Romantic movement
are expressionism, belonging and true ideals (as opposed to the idealism of the
enlightenment)” (67). Certainly all of the above contributed to the formation of Romanticism,
starting with Rousseau, the French linguist whose studies would later inform Derrida.
Herder’s ideals were concerned with individual freedom, individual freedom connected to
community and to the environment. Kant transitioned between idealism and romanticism, his
concern for community reflected in the following:
There was an age and there were nations in which the active impulse towards a social
life regulated by laws−what converts a people into a permanent community−grappled
with the huge difficulties presented by the trying problem of bringing freedom (and
therefore equality also) into union with constraining force (more that of respect and
dutiful submission than of fear). And such must have been the age, and such the
nation, that first discovered the art of reciprocal communication of ideas between the
more cultured and ruder sections of the community, and how to bridge the difference
between the amplitude and refinement of the former and the natural simplicity and
originality of the latter−in this way hitting upon that mean between higher culture and
the modest worth of nature, that forms for taste also, as a sense common to all
mankind, that true standard which no universal rules can supply. (183)

Kant’s arguments in relation to autonomy and a priori logic based on individual thought
practices supports the Romantic view of the individual overcoming authority and hegemony.
Kant’s reasoning that autonomy takes precedence over heteronomy is essential for freedom.
However, law and order were essential as well, law derived from moral judgment achieved
by the a priori reasoning of the free individual, yet expressed through autonomy in the guise
of the categorical imperative. Art was an expression of freedom in Kant’s moral philosophy
and “by right it is only production through freedom, i.e. through an act of will that places
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reason at the basis of its action, that should be termed art” (132). The autonomous artist is the
creator of genius, that unique individual who contains salvation in the expression of a priori
knowledge However, Kant’s essential philosophy frees us from the period leading up to it.
The class system in Kant’s day would include slavery, serfdom and all forms of economic
inequality, derived from centuries of tradition and unexamined relational linkages that
separate persons based on birth, not merit. Porcelain’s role in this presents evidence, but also
lies in wait, a kind of reserve, as Heidegger might call it, a ‘standing reserve’ of a material
whose potential is there waiting for the right time, place and persons to enact another kind of
expression and a potential upon it. Porcelain reflects the period and continues to be produced
in the early 19 century at factories that had been supported by aristocratic patronage, i.e.
th

factories at Meissen and Sèvres. Those manufactures continue to produce wares that tend
toward the magnificent in service to the aristocrat in the semblance of Napoleon.
Kant’s moral philosophy posits the importance of autonomy, an autonomy that would
give rise to human agency, a concept wholly lacking prior to the 19 century. A dialectic
th

between heteronomy and autonomy “persists throughout Kant’s moral philosophy”. Hitherto
being was proscribed by the circumstances of birth and tradition. Notions of freedom, agency
and the ability to determine your own future were limited to the nobility and the aristocracy
prior to about eighteen hundred. However, as early as 1531, Machiavelli developed an early
ideology of autonomy as a political quality in the “freedom from dependence and the power
to self-legislate” (Caygill 88). Even after the French Revolution, the enlightenment and the
Romantic Movement, the notion of agency remained a hard won potential. Agency inhabits
the dialectic of autonomy and heteronomy. Agency is that quality of the artist that is born of
a freedom of spirit in expression, freedom within a community to exercise the will to create
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and inhabit a position that allows for that expression to be articulated and seen. The
materiality of porcelain holds the potential of free expression, yet lay in wait for another
century before it would become a true expression of an individual artist whose voice might
be heard in the world. Around 1800, porcelain still had the task of playing handmaiden to the
pressures of the market, that place of exchange where the force of the moneyed aristocrat
dictated the form of expression, and therefore this luxury product remained steeped in
tradition and the fashion of the times. Porcelain followed fashion in the early 19 century; it
th

didn’t set the trend. But, it emphasized and marked trends in a very lasting way, as is part of
its unique capacity. The semiotic of porcelain transpired in a very particular and rarified
manner. The representation of artistic inclination is forever emboldened in the form of
porcelain. Its permanence leaves the trace of artistic vision on its surface and in its very
material substance as it emerges from the high temperature of the kiln. Porcelain, as a
ceramic material, is here to stay. Porcelain separated itself from other ceramic materials, like
earthenware, both white and red ware and stoneware, another very high fired ceramic body,
by virtue of its dense nature. The pains that Tschirnhaus, Meissen’s founder and
Dentrecolles, Sèvres progenitor as well as Wedgewood, went to belie the seeming ease of its
manufacture. The porcelain of Jingdezhen was possible because of 20,000 years of ceramic
manufacture occurred on site (Wu et al). Porcelain is in many ways even more fantastic a
product than gold. Its discovery, or rather the practice that finally gave rise to its use as a
significant material of aesthetic production, was only wrought after eons of ceramic
application in China, in a very particular place. That practice translated to the European
continent due to the trade practices of the Dutch and the fashion conscious aristocratic desires
of those of means in other parts of Europe and England. In time, porcelain has become
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ubiquitous, but this history reveals a difficult beginning. That very struggle, with the triumph
of those exquisite artifacts left in their wake, move the artist to continue to grapple with this
material.
Romanticism as a movement inspired porcelain’s difficult nature to be seized by the
passionate practitioner, for instance Kändler at Meissen, a visual artist who was another of
Romanticism’s antecedents. Kändler’s porcelain sculpture, especially the early work,
suggests a man possessed. These pieces, mostly of animals in large scale porcelain, are
uncanny in their level of skill and unsurpassed in their day. (see figure 1)

Fig 1. Johann Joachim Kändler, Meissen Porcelain
Monkey with Snuff Box, 1734, 19” high

The level of expertise necessary for the accomplishment of making porcelain
conform to this task, copying nature, embellishing and perhaps idealizing it a bit, is
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extraordinary in part because of the difficult nature of porcelain itself. Porcelain’s physical
properties include a very dense particulate that means the joining together of elements
require very slow drying period, as well as thin and even walls so that cracking doesn’t
occur. Since plastic hadn’t been invented yet, Kändler might have used paper or even animal
skins to maintain an even drying condition. Or he might have built a special closet he could
keep very humid so that nothing on the sculpture would dry too quickly. Either way, he had
developed a knowledge base of technical skill that then allowed his talent as a sculptor to
emerge. The early days of Romanticism’s passionate plea might have been part of what
fueled Kändler’s drive to work. Creative autonomy was necessary to accomplish these
extraordinary sculptures–the compulsory would be unable to force work of this nature out of
the artist. These are works inspired and practiced, not coerced. By the 19 century,
th

porcelain’s secrets were somewhat better known, but it is still, to this day, a very tricky
material to tame. Even before Kändler was employed by Meissen, Bernard Palissy struggled
to imitate porcelain. Palissy, (1510-1590) was a craftsman, engineer and scientific thinker
whose religious beliefs got him executed after imprisonment in the Bastille in Paris. Palissy’s
ceramics embody the romantic fervor of Sturm and Drang, of an impassioned soul, driven by
curiosity and wonder, two centuries prior to the Romantics and in another place: France.
Palissy never achieved the Arcanum but the impact of his ceramics can arguably be
considered a very early Romantic precursor. Palissy’s artwork contained the Romantic
qualities – heroic, individualistic, passionate and natural – contrary to classical or even the
strictly utilitarian ware being produced at his time. Whether his art had an impact on Kändler
may be impossible to know, but the fact of their work as authored, animal and naturally
informed, create a relationship worth bearing in mind as we seek the artistic importance of
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porcelain and its economic imperative as an aesthetic expression. Bachelard refers to
“Bernard Palissy’s passion” (127) and his “images that are witness to reasoning imagination”
(129) and that “Palissy was a hero of subterranean life”, indicators of a thinker working in
clay, a ceramist whose art transcends notions of craft alone, and whose work itself holds very
early clues to a Romantic inclination several centuries later. The Romantic antecedent of
nature in Palissy’s work places a root of Romanticism not only in France, but also in “craft”,
defined as that which is made from clay or textile.
The art versus craft dialectic became doctrinaire around the 18 century, during the
th

enlightenment and the rise of specialization. Prior eras saw an easy interaction, a lack of
distinction from the art of the walls and halls and that of the parlor and dining room. If we
maintain a focus on ceramics and in particular porcelain in this debate, our detractors might
insist that use itself bears the quality inherent in what cannot be considered art, but instead
bear the label ‘craft’. Use is a rather fluid category and the best paintings and sculptures are
‘useful’ in their capacity to tell a story, or inspire higher thought, and therefore the issue of
use is quickly put to the test. If materiality itself is a criterion, and the artists using clay, or
fabric, or working on a small scale or working obsessively or any of a myriad of
classifications that contain the definition of craft become problematic. The art and craft
debate is a product of specialization, and also, and perhaps more nefariously, a misogynistic
tendency. While many an artist, in particular Palissy and Kändler, as mentioned here briefly,
are men, it is the work of women that historically gets the short shrift and is denigrated by the
title ‘craft’ work. The domestic, the private, the inner sanctum, is where the crafts are made
and used. Personal use, use in cooking, serving and eating, the quilt, the knitted sweater,
socks, and of course, dishes, are all fodder in the canon of what is art and what isn’t art
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debate. Public discourse, the museum, and the gallery are where art is presented. The private
is where crafts are produced and consumed.The economics of porcelain and especially the
economics of the artist herself, to broaden this petition, are incumbent on the proposition that
a bifurcation of art and finance created an unfortunate and ultimately untrue schism. The gap
created by this line of thought elevates certain forms of human expression as art and
subjugates other forms of human expression as craft. I am not trying to level the playing field
entirely, however. I certainly believe that quality in expression and execution are the
hallmarks of what we might recognize as great art. It is not my intention to de-elevate great
art, but to bring to mind what is indeed an overwhelmed sense of art versus craft, at best a
crude division that serves to separate the good from the less good and give us room to
breathe new life into art forms that have been heretofore subsumed under the aegis of craft,
the domestic arts, and ordinary life itself. Once again, Kant plays devils advocate with the
thought that, “Art is further distinguished from handicraft. The first is called free, the other
may be called remunerative” (133). Granted, Kant is here making a point about the very
nature of specialization, a rising tide at the time of his penning these propositions. While my
argument hopes to lend some serious reconsidering to this very passage, I would add that
Kant goes on to complicate this stand and add many a caveat that would leave us in a slightly
less assured place in the debate between art and craft. We are still in an ambiguous position
prior to having read this passage. Not truly a debate in the late 18 century when he wrote the
th

Third Critique, but a new place we can point to when discussing and rethinking the validity
or failure of the proposition itself. While Kant equates drudgery with remuneration, and play
with artistic freedom, he reckons that “art could only prove purposive (be a success) as play
i.e. an occupation which is agreeable on its own account; … but (handicraft) as labor” i.e. a
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business, “which on its own account is disagreeable (drudgery), and is only attractive by
means of what it results in” (i.e. the pay). Kant assumes that craft is drudgery and that
remuneration is a negative intention for the laborer or artist from which to base her activity.
Kant goes on to point out that work which “can be turned into a compulsory imposition”
(133) (italics mine) is the unfortunate role of the mere craftsman and is indeed a form of
slavery. In 1790 or so, about the time Kant was contemplating and penning these thoughts,
slavery, feudalism, and much compulsory work were the norm. Artistic freedom was a
theoretical proposition, an occupation only available to a certain class of people. Those born
with talent or inclination were subject to the station of their lives for the possibility of their
occupation. Not unlike the economic conditions of ancient Greece when Plato distained the
artist as mere Mimetician, Kant’s dig at the “handicrafts” as drudgery precludes the
acknowledgement of a vast swath of the population under the thumb of slavery as well as the
artisan and small scale craftsman. In Braudel’s terms, the ‘shadowy zone’ beneath.
Agency and freedom are the earmarks of Romanticism and Kant was the authority on
these two important qualities at this point in the thinking of the day. So, while I take umbrage
with Kant’s proposition about the art and craft divide, I also have to give him credit when
discussing agency and freedom. Those two essential qualities formed the basis for The
French Revolution itself, perhaps spurred on by events in the early days of the United States,
and used the tag line Liberty, Equality, Fraternity – demonstrating the strong sentiment of
freedom and community as its imperative. The aesthetic and economic factors under this
rubric point to the need for the autonomy of the artist, yet the notion of fraternity is there too,
indicating the community as an equal player in a speculative future. The porcelain artist, at
once restrained by the complexity of the medium and access at this stage to production
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facilities under the aegis of various crowns, as was the case at Sèvres and Meissen, managed
to sustain productive capacity, albeit with an eye to the market. That factor creates the
assumption that the porcelain artist was indeed a sort of hack, making work according to
someone else’s plan, the antithesis of the free artist of Kant’s vision, exploring beauty and
nature and taste free from the restraints of tradition and remunerative necessity. This
assumption is an unfortunate slight to the truly great artists working in porcelain, many of
whom are unknown or under-known, in contrast to their oil painting brothers, wielding the
layering nature of oils, of the Romantic artists such as Caspar David Friedrich, that depict
nature as a misty, spiritual place, one that embodies the Romantic reaction to the materialist
conception of classicism, empiricism and the enlightened, progressive thinking of artists like
David, or Ingres. Artists whose work is expressed in porcelain, by contrast, in the 19 century
th

was beholden to the employer and market wish, so themes reflected the fashion of the day.
Neo-classicism continues into the 19 century, as it did in some circles in painting, but
th

Romantic thoughts were having an impact on popular taste and therefore porcelain objects
began to reflect that desire. Abrams important book about Romanticism, The Mirror and the
Lamp, describes the shift on thought about art for the first 2200 years of western criticism,
noting that from the age of Plato, the artist reflected the world and nature, like a mirror, for
Plato as a mimetic and none to remarkable a thing, next to nature itself. Abrams notes that
the Romantic artist and especially the poets, in particular Wordsworth and Coleridge, posses
a lamp within, that actually emanates a light, creates a vision of what is possible. That view
of the artist is key in this argument, as the conflation of art and money contains within it the
possibility of the creation of a social environment that contains morality, beauty, health,
vision, enthusiasm, optimism, and other positive attributes that might bestow a just and
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equitable potential for greater and greater numbers of people who possess the autonomy and
authority of their own sense of agency. Porcelain during the early 19 century still found
th

itself fettered to the likes of Napoleon at Sèvres and the wealth of the crown at Meissen, but
it had seen a glimpse of the possible in Wedgewood and the makers in the midlands in
England.
Porcelain’s early technical challenges, as well as its linkage to the aristocratic, slowed
the material’s use as an ‘art’ material, per se, as it is used later on in the individual artist’s
studio. Porcelain production at the beginning of the 19 century was tied to the established
th

manufacturers and the work representative of this time continue to represent wealth and the
desire and position of the wealthy. However, works influenced by the bombastic Romantic
Movement, the Strum and Drang, the folk and the handmade infiltrated the tables of the
clients of the porcelain producers within the confines of great porcelain studios. Meissen
struggled during this period, in part due to the cultural and economic changes afoot. The
Romantics exerted an influence, but it was limited in part to the literary and pictorial, missing
the commercial necessities of Meissen’s current position. In 1793 there were over 700
workers at the Meissen porcelain manufactory, less than 100 years into its existence and
before the industrial revolution had automated much production processes (Walcha 180).
Meissen sought to maintain some sense of aesthetic quality, but the sheer volume of
production necessary for that number of employees and all their personal needs precluded the
manufactory from keeping up with a reasonable developing curriculum of aesthetic
improvement and artistic leadership. Thus, porcelain was relegated a follower of artistic
development in the early 19 century, but was able to maintain its capacity to fulfill the
th

increased yearning afforded a growing bourgeois public for the acquisition and collection of
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artworks and artifacts of cultural production representative of the day. Romanticism insisted
on a Germanic expression, in opposition or perhaps in reaction to the French revolutionary
impulse. According to Gouldner,
It was a movement for the revitalization of Germany, and indeed of all culture in
postrevolutionary Europe. In the German case, with its special concern for autonomy
from French culture, this movement for cultural revitalization took strongly 'nativistic'
or nationalistic forms; and in its emphasis upon the value and depth of the German
historical past, it also took strongly 'revivalistic' forms (web).
Romanticism was a chaotic and manifold movement, holding elements of progress up with
elements of reaction, embracing feudalism and the medieval while seeking greater autonomy
for the artist, for the artistic voice and for the voracity of the artist. Kant’s a priori
understanding of the beauty of nature and the discernment necessary for the formulation of
genius focused on subjectivity and the autonomous self with an eye to freedom. Fichte, a
student of Kant, broadened the concept of the autonomous self by rethinking subjectivity in a
social and historical sense, thrusting rational consciousness into the social milieu.
Ethics thus considers the object of consciousness not as something given or even as
something constructed by necessary laws of consciousness, but rather as something to
be produced by a freely acting subject, consciously striving to establish and to
accomplish its own goals and guided only by its own self-legislated laws. (Breazeale
24)

Fichte’s idealism took the Kantian critique a step further toward the development of
nationalism, stemming from a practical philosophy. According to Bowie, “Fichte radicalizes
the Kantian turn towards the subject, […] by an exploration of the structures of selfconsciousness […] to what can be said about a world of objects” (70). The nature of Fichte’s
ethics promulgated a German Romantic intensity represented by the porcelain of the 18

th

century Meissen sculptor Kändler.
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Kändler’s work survived by virtue of its vitality and freshness of expression.
Modeling large-scale animals early on and later smaller vignettes of peasant life and animals
of various species, Kändler’s output embodies notions of genius and mastery that are under
considered in the broader context of thought and aesthetics. As exemplary environments for
production processes, porcelain manufactories were early bastions of work places that
demonstrated applications of labor and work in the Marxist sense. The industrial revolution
and the rise of automation, including the expanding use of the steam engine of Boulton and
Watt, broadened the capacity for the publics’ ability to work, to earn independent means, and
also to become consumers. The increase of income and the specialization necessary for
particularized work created the necessity for items that once were the purview of the peasant
or the community to become objects of consumption and the market. Therefore, consumer
products became much more in demand. This marked an end to feudal economies of
community and tradition, entrenched social positions with no mobility. The rising need for
new ways of describing the economics of these shifting conditions led to the development of
the economic theories of Malthus and Ricardo.
2.6

Marx and Romantic Economics
Robert Malthus’s writings about the coming population catastrophe and David

Ricardo’s treatises on classical economics mark a growing pessimistic underpinning of
economic thought during the early 19th century. Where Adam Smith described progress and
the rise of industry with the division of labor as a boon to society and the wants of man,
Ricardo’s economics painted a gloomier picture where the landlord profited but “the worker
was forever condemned to subsistence” (Heilbroner 98). Malthus painted an even gloomier
picture with his theory of population growth. In addition, J-B Say postulated that supply
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determined markets, i.e. “a product is no sooner created than it affords a market for other
products to the full extent of its value” (Say 138). This idea came to be known as “Say’s
Law” and set up all kinds of erroneous assumptions about production. These economic
thinkers formed the basis for what came to be called classical economics. In our search for
origins, the early 19 century provides a window into the future political economy that would
th

influence and dictate the development of the western world.
Informed by these earlier economists, Karl Marx’s economic writings emerged in
response if not reaction to some of the assumptions and suppositions found in the writings of
especially Ricardo, Malthus and Say. Marx built his edifice on dialectical materialism, with
a great debt to Hegel whose arguments presage Darwin’s theory of evolution and the
durational aspects that go into aspects of production, economics and aesthetics. How
aesthetics and economics figure into this discourse is the caveat that opens its realm toward
freedom, agency and vision.
Marx is the main character for 19 century economic writing and thinking and it is his
th

ideas that counter the classical economic thinking of Malthus, Ricardo and Say. Of these
three, it is Ricardo that furthers the ideas of the Physiocrats: Cantillon, Quesnay and Turgot,
whose laissez-faire policies in France are extended by Ricardo to include production and
rent. Economics at the time of Ricardo itself became a more and more specialized field of
study. Marx enters the realm of economics in the mid-19 century and his scholarly, critical
th

work of that period built a new architecture, engaging in critical thinking that burst open the
entire realm of the economic and extended it into the social. For instance, Marx writes in the
Grundisse that ‘consumption produces production’ (Bottomore 7), in stark contrast to Say’s
Law, expanding the field of economics into the realm of the social and from an aesthetic
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perspective, emancipating the audience as participant in the very act of making, of
production through consumption. Marx, however, did not include aesthetics in his treatise,
especially Das Capital, as he needed to hammer out the foundational grammar of production
and the worker (proletariat) itself. At that time, artists had lost a grip on their central
authority as producers and workers, having been elevated through the Romantic vision of the
poets to an especial category – the genius. The unfortunate event of this shift would make the
artist an outsider, in the classical tradition a mirror but in the romantic tradition, a lamp – the
holder of vision. However, Lukács developed an aesthetic theory from a Marxist perspective,
and particularly a theory of class consciousness and reification as elements of the problems
of capitalism and its negative consequences on the free production of art.
Marx argues that capital is alienating, separating the subject and the producer from
the power and intrinsic value inherent in the act of making. As such, art becomes sidelined in
the advent of the rise of capitalism in the realm of industrial machinery, as classes shift and
producers are denigrated subjects contributing through coercion the development of
commodities, part of the desiring machine of capital. Agency is removed from the producer
at this point, the work being part of a factory system that separates the flow of design and
execution. The artist enters a privileged category, one that has been separated from the
system of production under capitalism, and as such “becomes alienated labor” (Bottomore 6).
As alienated laborer, the creative worker, cultural producer, artist and potentially independent
porcelain artist, the power of art is subverted into that of superstructure, a Marxist premise
that counters base and becomes an ‘ideological form’.
Marx’s method of critique, of looking at labor and production through the lens of the
worker herself, and through the creation of value, established the framework that furthers the
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outline necessary for the aesthetic/economic condition at issue with porcelain the primary
example. Marx separated all aspects of production into value. Marx indicates the semiotic
nature of value, suggesting that the worker “transforms every product of labor into a social
hieroglyphic” (167). He connects social relations to the production of value through labor
itself. In this trajectory, Marx realized that labor and therefore the workers have no autonomy
and no agency in the realm of making or production. Work, under the rubric of 19 century
th

industrial production, has lost its relationship to community, to the balance of nature and to
family. Marx argues that
The patriarchal rural industry of a peasant family which produces corn, cattle, yarn,
linen and clothing for its own use… the different kinds of labor which create these
products – such as tilling the fields, tending the cattle, spinning, weaving and making
clothes – are already in their natural form social functions; for they are functions of
the family, which, just as much as a society based on commodity production,
possesses its own spontaneous division of labor … The fact that the expenditure of
the individual labor-powers is measured by duration appears here, by its very nature,
as a social characteristic of labor itself, because the individual labor-powers, by their
very nature, act only as instruments of the joint labor-power of the family … an
association of free men … social instead of individual. (171)

Marx’s call for cooperation and working together resembles a utopian vision of optimism, his
faith in human ability to release its desire for power outstrips the facts on the ground of the
diverse realities of individuated communities. The utopian thinkers of the 19 century are
th

often marginalized, dismissed because of their hyperbole, for instance Robert Owen, founder
of the New Lanark community in Glasgow, a utopian socialist experiment that is an historic
site to this day. Owen is described as “a strange mixture of practicality and naïveté,
achievement and fiasco, common sense and lunacy” (Heilbroner 109). Additionally,
economic historians categorize Saint-Simon, Compte, and especially Robert Fourier under
the rubric of Utopian Socialists - this group of thinkers, writers and social reformers
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(Manuel). The Utopian Socialists were systems thinkers, looking for an overarching
framework upon which to plan society. Thomas Moore’s “Utopia” described and advanced a
version of this doctrine originating in Plato’s Republic. As such, the notion persists as much
human endeavor leaves trauma in its wake. Planned, meta-systems rarely work, and events
such as the revolutions in France in the late 18 and into the 19 century followed by
th

th

subsequent revolutions into the 20 century belie the violent option as a recourse to
th

hegemony. Systems and structures of social and economic development emerge, falter and
evolve, sometimes in a furtherance of justice and equality, but often imperfectly and in
disarray. The success of European porcelain in the 18 century created a relatively large
th

industry that became difficult to sustain for a number of reasons. Society began to be
organized around production as opposed to the family. Economics itself shifted from that of
the home to that of the market.
Market economics, tied to production and to the new industries, enhanced
communities to a degree and the potential of people to improve their condition in what was
becoming a more agile class system. People were starting to be able to exercise control and
determine the future of their personal condition based on idiosyncratic efforts expended in
the development of that individual’s sense of wellbeing and the development of a calling.
John Stuart Mill, the last of the Social Utopians, extends the entire notion of utopia or
utopian thinking as the notion of progress itself became part of the vernacular, an extension
of freedom and agency sought by the American and French revolutionaries. However,
Marx’s critique blunts the utopian project and the very notion of progress as one to question,
critiquing the new economic condition as one that promotes alienation, commodity
fetishization and the ongoing subjectification of the laborer, not increasing the workers’
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ability to exercise their rights and freedoms as outlined in the documents of the revolutions of
the late 18th century. Marx, in fact, would provide future revolutionaries with the fodder with
which to build a contrasting system to that that evolved out of Mill’s call to a liberal
economic process.
Mill emerged out of the early 19 century with writings about political economy,
th

philosophy and politics. His economic thinking countered the pessimism of Ricardo and
Malthus, informed and influenced by the utopian socialists, in particular Compte. By
including the broader social condition and acknowledging fluid environmental and social
circumstances, Mill’s incorporation of the sociological aspects of Compte’s thought paved
the way for broader applications of economic theory. It is Mill that opens the door to the
potential of an aesthetic economy, one that is beholden not only to the nature of production,
demand, value and the creation of wealth, but also the impact of commodities on
communities, the nature of desire itself. That Mill “regards economics as a hypothetical
science using the a priori method” (Landreth 140) indicates his relationship to economic
thought not only theoretical but also linked to freedom and autonomy. Mill wrote an essay
entitled On Liberty in which he declares, “the only part of conduct of anyone, for which he is
amenable to society, is that which concerns others. In the part, which merely concerns
himself, his independence is, of right, absolute. Over himself, over his own body and mind,
the individual is sovereign” (Lee). For Mill, freedom, economy and the political system were
linked. Mill’s optimism stems from an ethic of self improvement, the freedom of the
individual to act according to his or her own desire to improve their lot and by their efforts to
achieve an improved position, greater wealth and greater health. His optimism includes a
note that he shares with Marx, and that is “that over time society would act in a wise and
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humane way, so that more equal distribution of income would occur” (Landreth 141). Mill
published his Principles of Political Economy in 1848, the same year that Marx and Engels
published the Communist Manifesto.
2.7

Labor and Reification
Marx’s Communist Manifesto, written with Engels at the mid-century mark, had a

lasting impact on the social aspect of economic thinking, mostly in the minds of the workers
themselves. Calling for a revolution of ownership, the manifesto hearkened and inspired
many a frustrated worker whose lot had been predetermined by the consequence of birth and
the financial constraints of the existing conditions of production. Marx approached
economics as an entity, or in Lukács’s verbiage, a totality. Capital or Das Kapital describes
the whole that is capitalism, and how that affects the parts within it. In particular, Marx
focused on value and labor, equating value with labor itself. Marx’s complex legacy
continues to inform students of social thought and socialism, seeking to escape the
sometimes dire consequences of laissez-faire economic policies that favor ownership and
wealth, that has become known as neo-liberalism, a concept I will further develop in chapter
five in the discussion about Lousie Bourgeois and desire. How Marx impacts the production
of porcelain and that potential including the aesthetics of his day and after are of particular
interest. The artisan and creative producer contribute to the gestalt of a people and stand at
the ready to shift economic forces toward place.
A Marxist view of the self as a ‘maker’, as an aesthetic agent, i.e. a subjectivity which
capitalism has prevented from being developed, problematizes the role of capital and the
power wielding forces of central authorities within the halls of the meta-enterprise that
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capital has enkindled. The maker, the artisan and the cultural producer stand in contrast to the
over-scaled consequence of the rising tide of capitalism. The 19 century saw itself battling
th

the ever looming stream of capital intensive systems growing through an industrializing
landscape and a Malthusian dystopia becomes its doppelgänger in the wake of the ever
increasing efficiency of production as central to wealth, prestige and power. According to
Marx, Capital usurps and coerces the aesthetic feature of subjectivity by splitting its identity
and privileging the role of the artist as producer. As such, the artist has become marginalized
and separated from the base, emphasizing the superstructure or overarching cultural form that
is a society divided into the wealthy and the worker/producer – the proletariat in Marxist
language. Capitalism, however, becomes an art form itself with a very creative/strategic
imagination, but as an ideological instrument that reinforces the superstructure and cuts off
the ability of the truly creative worker to contribute to the discourse of the literary and
aesthetic influence of the base. The producer under capitalism, unless freed from the shackles
of an ideological consciousness of the hegemonic vehicle is overwhelmed by day to day
obligations of debt and insecurity, remaining beholden to the superstructure, the dominant
political system of the ruling party, the ruling class or the wealthy elite who would hang onto
a residual and favorable framework for lives that are content and to a degree, isolated from
the despair of those with no security and an inability to free themselves through the power of
production, the base. This conundrum is addressed in Hegel’s master/slave narrative, but it is
Marx who asserts the necessity for revolution as the answer. Making, artistic and aesthetic
production are actually alternative forces for the development of a system of being that can
effect and shift the course of action away from the dominant ideology toward a community,
for a place, and for a people– in spite of the controlling powers that be. As such, the agency
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inherent in this potential is a true force of nature, of human nature and can be part of a quiet
revolution, one that might take hold and by design replace the existing superstructure that
presently seeks to undermine an equitable social condition for all. Makers and aesthetics
agents, working within communities can impact and shift economic forces back to systems of
strong and resilient order, creating and effecting the form of culture and society, co-creating
the form itself of certain places through the agency of making.
The aristocratic episteme did not equate value with labor. The wealthy and by
extension the ruling classes missed the opportunity that the productive forces of making
possess. Labor itself was taken for granted, disesteemed, and deeply undervalued as
evidenced by the practice of slavery. Marx’s great contribution was to reverse that
assumption, connecting value and labor so that the worker herself began to see the value in
productive practices. The capitalist episteme began the shift to valuing labor by paying wages
to workers, but it is still incumbent on hoarding money to create mechanisms of production
that yielded value enough to justify or even make possible developing those means of
production. The porcelain factory of the 19 century is just such an example of that shift in
th

value to the elevation of labor and the development of skill as marketable qualities for the
worker. Money was less a symbol of value during the aristocratic episteme, as power,
birthright, prestige and things, in short – ownership – established value. The capitalist
episteme broadened that potential by creating a more direct value for money and work,
giving rise to the entrepreneur, such as Josiah Wedgewood, and the potential for elevating his
capacity to channel and develop monetary resources.
The capitalist episteme began the process of shifting money to a concept of flow, still
participating in the practice of hoarding, but creating a paradigm shift that would begin the
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process of flows of money, changing the horizon of inherited wealth, position and the
capacity to wield power, not as a learned art, but as a birthright. Class distinctions emerged in
the early 19 century, a result of the French Revolution. Consciousness, self-consciousness
th

and class consciousness itself, are linked to the increase in capitalist production, the
emergence of the autonomous self in relation to an increasingly object oriented society.
Lukács posits that “the historically significant actions of the class as a whole are determined
in the last resort by this consciousness and not by the thought of the individual–and these
actions can be understood only by reference to this consciousness” (51). The practice of
aristocratic privilege proved unsustainable over several generations.
Lukács and Polanyi inform the shift from feudal society to class consciousness
emphasizing Marx’s commodity fetishism and theories of labor. The aristocratic episteme
was undergirded by a feudal economy, where “the products of labor were appropriated by the
ruling classes” (Dictionary of Marxist Thought 191). The shift from a feudal economy to a
capitalist economy involved the alienation of the proletariat and the rise of commodity
fetishism. Lukács described this condition as reification and describes the alienation of
conditions inherent in the exploitation of workers in an increasingly divided circumstance –
the 19 century factory. Reification also describes the replacement of things for social
th

relations, the importance of consumption and the loss of a sense of community. Polanyi
extends Lukács’ thinking asserting the origin of economics as embedded in community.
“Before the 19 century, he insists, the human economy was always embedded in society”
th

(Polanyi xxiii). This integration of economics and society was standard practice prior to the
industrial revolution and as a result, the increase in specialization and the division of labor
stems directly from the rise of capitalism and modernity.
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2.8

The Arts and Crafts Movement

“All art must begin with the handicraftsman, and you must reinstate him into his rightful
position, and thus make labor which is always honorable, noble also.” Oscar Wilde
The late 19 century gave rise to a reactionary yet progressive impulse represented by
th

the Arts and Crafts Movement. Arts and Crafts was a product of late Victorian England
stemming from anxiety and social upheaval caused by the rapid industrialization of the UK.
John Ruskin and William Morris articulated a neo-Romantic imperative that critiqued the
continued explosion of industrial production, the urbanization of cities and the exodus of the
countryside to newly formed and rapidly growing cities. The gothic revival in architecture
was further embodied in a return to the handmade and the fully integrated home
environment. In reaction to the furniture, textiles, ceramics, wall paper and the goods of
living being mass produced in factories by workers in conditions that were subverting health
and well being, practitioners of the arts and crafts model of production rejected the factory
for the studio. The Jacobins of France and the Luddites of England presaged the movement
with attempted protests against the development of certain machines to produce what had
previously been handmade. The Luddites famously threw shoes into the automated looms
that had previously been the purview of craftsmen – the Jacobins were political
revolutionaries seeking greater equality from an oppressive aristocratic system. The Arts and
Crafts Movement mirrored the revolutionary tendencies of the earlier part of the century,
employing notions of agency, freedom of expression and free will in exercising choice in
livelihood, choice in the innovations possible in design and the thrill of making art and
objects in independent studios. The studio art movement was a product of this time and
ceramics figures into its development. Porcelain itself played a role in the rise of the studio
art movement, in particular the role of women as makers became prevalent.
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Raise the veil boldly; face the light; and if, as yet, the light of the eye can only be
through tears, and the light of the body through sackcloth, go thou forth weeping,
bearing precious seed, until the time come, and the kingdom, when Christ’s gift of
bread, and bequest of peace, shall be “Unto this last as unto thee”; and when, for
earth’s severed multitudes of the wicked and the weary, there shall be holier
reconciliation than that of the narrow home, and calm economy, where the Wicked
cease — not from trouble, but from troubling — and the Weary are at rest. (Ruskin
228)

Ruskin and A. W. Pugin were early proponents of a neo-romantic response to the
growing mechanization of the manufacture of the stuff of life. Ruskin was a true
conservative, however, maintaining pre-industrial social expectations as well as a love of
nature in gothic architecture that he promoted and admired. Ruskin “advanced a Romantic
critique of industrialism by analyzing the relation of art to labor and the relation of both to
the human soul” (Boris 4). His “moral aesthetic” answered a hungry cry for an engaged art
that touched life in an integrated fashion. That capacity was at risk in the mass production of
everyday objects that were increasingly produced for profit with the secondary priority of use
for living or beauty. “Ruskin, characteristically, insisted on the need for positive spiritual
goodness in artists, and it is only occasionally that he is betrayed into that substitution of art
for life which is, perhaps, always latent in a conception of the artist as one who reveals a
more than ordinary reality” (Williams 147). Ruskin’s conviction that the good of the spirit
would win out the evils of society put him at the forefront of the Arts and Crafts movement
that embraced the handmade, the calling in a vocation and the integration of art, economics,
culture and society.
The vocational calling sits within the breadth of the community. Ruskin’s writing
centers on this notion of economy embedded in art and in the complex nature of society. May
writes that
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Balancing an economic view of the waste of un-deployed resources (our higher
callings) with the rejection of a view of life that, in Oscar Wilde’s famous phrase,
‘knows the price of everything and the value of nothing’, and directly linked to his
valuing of artistic creativity and its personal benefits, Ruskin’s political economy
widens the moral universe of analysis from economic man’s (economistic)
instrumental incentives to a social individual’s sensitivity to the personal emotional
benefits of work, alongside the impact of such activity on wider society. (193)

His inference is such that ethics and morality DO play a role in the nature not only of work,
but that work itself is a calling, a higher calling. Ruskin’s view of work was connected to a
calling and Max Weber explores the calling as a spiritual impulse, one that complicates the
autonomous self with the heteronomous self in community. A relational element is
articulated in Ruskin that might have been part of the Kantian philosophical position if Kant
had been writing a century later.
The Arts and Crafts Movement was fixed in the Romanticism of the earlier part of the
century. Arts and Crafts encouraged making by hand and developing skill in the process of
production. The artisan studio and the artist’s studio were perfect workshops for
experimental programs of design and production that circumvented the factory. William
Morris, a student of Ruskin’s, encouraged a return to handicrafts and articulated the
connection between handicraft production and art, a connection he felt was a vitalizing force
for the development of humanity. “Like William Morris (1947 [1885]) and the arts and crafts
movement, for Ruskin workmanship is the key to labor, not merely the production of a
volume of products” (May 193). Ruskin and Morris concurred that the quality of work
inherent in artisanal labor was indeed a labor of love. The deadening aspects of the division
of labor and the increasing mechanical interventions that infantilize the creative spirit were
precisely the negative properties that Morris and Ruskin spoke out against.People interested
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… in the details of the arts of life feel a desire to revert to methods of handicraft for
production in general; and it may therefore be worth considering how far this is a mere
reactionary sentiment incapable of realization, and how far it may foreshadow a real coming
change in our habits of life as irresistible as the former change which has produced the
system of machine production” (Zabel 127).
(delete indent in Word) Morris asserted the irresistible nature of making, of
production by hand connected to mind, of the development of skill and the organization of
independent workshops as a way of life that continues to hold within it the grains of a future
that may even be inevitable. As a throw back to medieval guilds, the neo-romantic moniker
serves to suggest that the Arts and Crafts Movement was predicated upon a feudal system of
social organization. Romanticism, at its origin, was rooted in self-expression, the self and
emotion as subject for art often in relation to nature as well as a connection to the Gothic, the
medieval and an idealized vision of the past. The Pre-Raphaelites emerged during this time
embodying these ideals in their work. William Morris employed these ideals in the
establishment of his workshop which existed as a business as well as an artists’ studio. He
employed painters and sculptors, finding methods for production that humanized the overly
mechanized nature of production and the dehumanizing effect of mass industrialization.
Scale became an important component in the work of Morris and others among the Arts and
Crafts practitioners. The division of labor was rejected as the artisan saw the objects and
artworks from design to initiation through completion at Morris and Co.’s balanced
production facilities. Maintaining studios that would be more integrated into the lives of the
artists and workers allowed for greater flexibility in the development of design as well as the
way the artists themselves lived and worked.
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Morris joined the Democratic Federation in 1883, “signifying his full conversion to
socialism and marking the beginning of the development of his theory of art on an explicitly
socialist foundation” (Zabel 15). This is important to note as Morris’s politics not only put
him in direct opposition to his bourgeoisie background and clients, it also colored the
theoretical implications of the entire art and life integrative approach to thinking and making.
Morris stood for the joy of making, the beauty of life in a fully embodied manner. His
influence is undeniable and generations return to his thinking and writing for fresh
inspiration. Morris’s notions about production and about medieval utopian idealism provided
an alternative to the dire gaps arising within capitalist production, the increasing divisions of
labor and industrialism and as a result the increasingly effete nature of art. But he also
maintained an ability to create a business that demonstrated his ideals in a practical manner,
at once inserting art into the domestic setting of the bourgeoisie while employing the working
stiff in workshops where the education of the artisan took place under the auspices of the
artistic master.
Morris argued that “If pleasure in labor be generally possible, what a strange folly it
must be for men to consent to labor without pleasure; and what a hideous injustice it must be
for society to compel most men to labor without pleasure!” (27). His was a philosophy of the
calling, of joy in labor, that was also that of his mentor Ruskin. These men acknowledged
and foresaw the degradation of the arts as the division of labor and the alienation of an overly
reified society was creating a disconnection between work, life and art. Nature was being
erased by the needs of commercial capitalism. Nature not only as an aspect of the
environment but also the social and spiritual needs of the people of the communities where
production took place. His legacy inspired many a studio arts movement, including the studio
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pottery movement.
In the United States, porcelain and the Arts and Crafts Movement were on the rise.
Those ideas are expanded in a series of world’s fairs while women became part of a political
shift in the way economics can play out through the handmade and small studio movements.
Two world’s fairs, Chicago and Philadelphia exhibited objects in porcelain from Europe,
opening the imaginations of two women in particular. In Cincinnati, Ohio, Mary Louise
McLaughlin began china painting with a group of women in 1874. But it was “the Centennial
Exhibition (Philadelphia), with its display cases of European and Japanese ceramics, (that)
further encouraged the group to experiment with underglaze slip painting; in 1879,
McLaughlin also organized the Cincinnati Women’s Pottery Club” (Boris 101). McLaughlin
and Maria Longworth Nichols were early individual artists working in porcelain in the
United States. Their rivalry created the energy for Nichols to found the Rookwood pottery of
Ohio. McLaughlin’s women’s club was for the express purpose of decorating porcelain. The
club was established in the same building as the Rookwood Pottery (Barber 278), the first art
pottery enterprise of its kind, melding aesthetics and economics in a practical and accessible
manner. “Rookwood exemplified the precarious balance between art and industry with the
arrival of commercial production” (Boris 140). The resistance toward industrialization or
perhaps a balance between art and industry became more imperative as a bourgeois position
of autonomy and freedom. These women sought to maintain artistic agency in the expression
of porcelain and handmade objects, formed from a love of doing for the enhancement of the
domestic environment and as a method of increasing practical independence. Nichols proved
an inspiration to other women who chose to use ceramics and porcelain as their artistic
medium and establishing vocations. “Encouraged by Rookwood, other women set up art
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potteries. Most of them began as china painters but became studio potters. Of these, Adelaide
Robineau of Syracuse, Mary Chase Perry (Stratton) of Detroit and Susan S.G. Frackelton of
Milwaukee all gained international reputations” (Boris 102). Robineau in particular will
inform the deepening of porcelain and Arts and Crafts in the US at the start of the 20 century
th

in chapter three. The 19 century bourgeois individual became the rising middle class in
th

America, whose existence represented a goal, a hope and a dream.
2.9

The Calling
Morris and Ruskin both write of the calling but is is Max Weber who links the calling

to the Reformations, the rise of Protestantism, and the United States’ success as a capitalist
society. Weber posited that Martin Luther and the rise of Protestantism brings the notion of a
spiritual imperative into the realm of work in a calling. As such, Weber’s influential
alternative capitalistic critique contains a linkage to the Arts and Crafts Movement. The
historic notion of the calling had all the trappings of God's calling, with salvation and glory
attached. Weber points out that
the social activity of the Christian in the world is solely activity in majorem gloriam
Dei. (for the glory of God). This character is hence shared by labor in a calling which
serves the mundane life of the community. Even in Luther we found specialized labor
in callings justified in terms of brotherly love. (54)
Each person's calling had a role to play in nurturing and stabilizing the community as well as
in the nature and development of that community. As capitalism and industrialism breathed
fire into the belly of production, the idea of the calling began to lose its potency. However, a
Calvinist work ethic created inspiration for an American ‘can do’ attitude. Rapid
urbanization drained the countryside of workers as farming industrialized and the scale of
production exploded. The division of labor, while increasing efficiency and allowing
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increased production, sapped the worker of any sense of agency within the work place.
Capitalist ownership asserted the specifics of work and the worker was situated as an arm of
the mechanized components of production. Expedience and efficiency replaced the calling
and getting a job to pay the bills, often related to debt, took over the slower and more
communal notion of responding and working within a community.
The “calling (as), a religious conception, is a task set about by God” and “a calling, in
the sense of a life task, a definite field in which to work” (Weber 39), has a sacred inference
and while it springs forth from the interiority of the contemplative self, also has an exterior
quality. As such, the calling contains that which is also outward, something that comprises an
imposed aspect that springs from the heteronomous, community driven allowance of work to
be chosen. The needs of the community influenced the choice of profession, the possibility of
work at hand. However, the alienated communities of industrializing cities blunted the notion
of the calling from emerging. Weber argues that the Protestant incurrence in New England
was a fulcrum in the vigor of the development of capitalism. The calling and the Protestant
work ethic contributed to the spread of capitalism by virtue of its overwhelming success. But
in the rising global spread of capitalism and industrial production, the needs of the
community were diminished as the far-reaching capacity of production broadened the reach
of the community and localization suffered as a result.
The calling also reflects the free and open choice of vocation by an individual. The
Arts and Crafts Movement, a neo-romantic impulse, revealed a return to artisanal production
according to tradition; maintaining agency and independence was the reiteration of the studio
artist. For the potter or ceramist using porcelain this allowed a great deal more license by
way of invention rather than working in a factory like Sèvres or Meissen. The rise of
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capitalism and the industrial revolution disrupted the traditional life of the feudal peasant.
Options were limited to migration into newly burgeoning urban centers, where production
began to be clustered. The calling in Weber’s world had more to do with existing within a
community, and less with the hardscrabble possibility in the cities that were draining the
countryside. There is a dialectical problem in Weber’s observations of the calling: one is that
the calling represents a need within a community for the representative development of a
particular skill for the production of the goods and services necessary for a localized
community. The other is the need within a growing corporate body for the training of a
jobber, a relatively unskilled laborer on the assembly line to work on a task set about by the
capitalist enterprise in order to complete the task necessary for the production of the goods
needed for that enterprise’s reified object creation. The division of labor on the assembly line
dehumanized the calling and could not have been anticipated by Luther while explicated by
Weber. The corporation became the false community within an oppressive, reified capitalist
expression of production, stripped of its capacity to reveal the true nature of a calling, an
individual choice of work, one that contains the joy of work as expressed by Ruskin and
Morris.
2.10

Conclusion
In conclusion, the 19 century began with the violent outbreak of revolutionary
th

backlash to an increasingly languid aristocratic social stratum. Informed by the Romantics,
with Kant as its progenitor, the revolutionaries in France were mirrored by their British and
German compatriots reveling in an historic impulse, one that championed the individual and
acknowledged the artist. The industrial revolution changed production and Marx, Mill,
Ricardo and Malthus each contributed to the increasing economic literature of the rapidly
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changing event horizon. Lukács described reification and class consciousness as newly
emerging symptoms of social ills produced by the over industrialized west. A capitalist
episteme replaced the aristocratic episteme of the previous century. Utopian socialists sought
to rectify an increasingly hegemonic economic condition with systems of organization that
took into account all of the needs of a community, but failed as they denied agency to
individuals. The Arts and Crafts movement in England came into being through the writings
of Ruskin and Morris as the impulse to reintegrate art and life compounded in the segregating
condition of early modernity. Weber describes the rise of Protestantism and capitalism as
potent partners. The Calvinist work ethic and the notion of the calling inspired the artist
worker to develop within a community in an effort to proceed from a position of optimism,
with agency and freedom. Finally, the women working in Ohio foreshadow women’s
movements later in the arts, perhaps also working within a calling, not so much that of divine
providence but from the imperative of life, home and the future health of a species.
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Chapter 3
The Democratic Episteme:
Modernity, Thing Theory, and Creative Destruction

The end of the 19th century marked the end of a reactive century, one that began with
revolution, the arts emerging as a potent political and economic intercession. Ruskin and
Morris emphasized the arts and crafts impulse, a condition in response to the quickly
dominating element of industrial production in communities and its partner, capitalism, as
enabler. Chapter three describes the 19th century as the incipient capitalist episteme. Max
Weber’s work on the Protestant ethic and the rise of Capitalism informs our understanding of
religion’s powerful influence on society and community. And women, in the form of the pair
from Ohio, appear as an increasingly important part of the deployment of porcelain as an
aesthetic dispensation, one whose gendered specificity begins to blur as the work of women
impacts community and economic authority.
My argument that a synthesis of art and economics is powerfully situated to improve
the human condition, in this instance through the lens of porcelain, is furthered in this next
chapter through several key concepts, including the gendering of genius, modernity and
specialization, authenticity, the Thing and tradition. I have pointed to the gendering of genius
as an unfortunate limitation of the notion of genius itself, and bring the notion of genius
under suspicion as an exceptional circumstance. Genius, in this regard, can be seen as more
common and more vital in its absorption in community in addition to its potential existence
in each individual. Modernity asserts the sometimes unfortunate process of specialization,
that reduction of knowledge to areas of finite interest that inhibit the coalescence and hence
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the understanding of consequences more difficult. Therefore, modernity, especially in
Habermas, becomes a hegemonic force that obviates difference and heteronomy.
Authenticity and the Thing, the Heideggerian construct is compared with Benjamin’s
understanding of the authentic within the realm of the ritual nature of the original work of art.
Porcelain’s materiality allows an examination of that aspect of aesthetics, that the porcelain
object has the capacity to be authentic, while easily sliding into other realms, including
commodification and exploitation. It is therefore the role of the artist to establish and sustain
new traditions, refreshing habits and customs in order to fully integrate a healthy relationship
to the environment, socially and economically. Porcelain presents this ability in the work of
the artists represented here.
An intertextual approach will continue to reveal the 20th century’s increase in
complexity with respect to histories and cultural exchange. In section one, titled Modernity,
Time and Progress, Adelaide Robineau provides a look at the artist working in porcelain,
perhaps a genius that has transcended the gendered definition, and as such, expands the
moniker as a more inclusive consideration than the Schopenhauerian assertion to the
masculine nature of genius itself. In this section, I will explore the challenging nature of
porcelain’s materiality, while discussing the idea of specialization as an aspect of modernity.
Additionally, I will explore art and life movements including Arts and Crafts in the United
States, Art Nouveau in France and the Weiner Werkstätte in Vienna. These movements
demonstrate not only the impulse of the artist to retain a sense of agency under the specter of
capitalism, art to life movements serve as models of the autonomy artists have to contribute
in meaningful ways the expression of the human condition, including economic terms,
especially at the site of the local. The section on economics opens in the 20th century with a

134

look at Carl Menger and Alfred Marshall. Menger was the founder of the Austrian School
and Marshall’s interest in time, evolution, and progress, link his ideas to Bergson. Bergson’s
theories about duration and temporality are explored in relation to William James, a practical
insertion of pragmatism within the context of time. The Austrian School is an important part
of the history of economics, as it comes to bear later in chapter four through the success of
theorists Hayek and Friedman. The relevance of time in Bergson is important in relation to its
pragmatic application, a component of consciousness that evades the sensory immediacy of
the visual. In this respect, a kind of patience is vital to the furtherance of a theory of Econoaesthetic intervention, such that an emergent condition is possible, one that is more resilient
than an imposed, dominant or residual order.8 Economic theory as per Thorstein Veblen’s
institutionalism and the idea of “conspicuous consumption” are investigated as social
critique, a modernist Marxist view of production and exchange. Pragmatism is further
considered through the writing of John Dewey, whose understanding of the artist as a
progressive element in society comes directly from his exploration of experience and
aesthetics as embodied conditions of human endeavor. Porcelain, as such, exists in a shifting
parameter toward the democratic, signifying the democratic episteme.
Section two, titled The Avant-Garde, Macro-Economics and Thing Theory opens with
the famous story of Duchamp’s urinal, important partly for its porcelaneous materiality, but
also because porcelain became part of the avant-garde expression of the concept, the artist as
curator and the very new found object as art material, in collage and as conceptual art. John
Maynard Keynes introduced the idea of macro-economics which signals the advent of world
systems theory. From the Bauhaus, Walter Gropius and Marguerite Wildenhain are reviewed
as the Bauhaus ideals of an integration of the arts and art and life conflation support my
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argument toward an aesthetic economic condition. Heidegger’s work on the Thing is
included here in particular as it speaks to the situation of pottery. Latour and Nietzsche are
also part of this section, as Nietzsche affects Heidegger on tradition and Latour critiques
Heidegger, helping distinguish Heidegger’s definitions of object and thing. Latour
contributes an extended view toward the relational and an understanding of the signification
of the thing as network.
Walter Benjamin figures in this chapter, helping to navigate through perceptions of
authenticity while ceramic artists Bernard Leach and Shoji Hamada demonstrate the power of
tradition and the rich exchange of a cross-cultural intersection. Soetsu Yanagi provides a
novel Japanese philosophical perspective about folkcraft, a reaction to industrialization not
unlike the Arts and Crafts movements under scrutiny. Yanagi’s writing and friendship
underscored Leach and Hamada’s approach to ceramics. Marguerite Wildenhain’s Bauhaus
experience is combined with a utopian impulse and her facility as a potter creates an affective
foil to counter Leach’s Romanticism.
Section three, The Aura, Kitsch and Creative Destruction takes a deeper look at
Benjamin’s philosophy which begins to buttress the aesthetic/economic condition my
argument seeks to restore. This section also considers the artwork of Lucie Rie and Lucio
Fontana, examining dialectics in each artists’ approach to aesthetic theory, process and the
underlying economic stand present. Finally, Joseph Schumpeter’s economic theory rounds
out the chapter, examining his thinking with regards to tradition, creative destruction, and
multiplicity.
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3.1

Modernity, Time and Progress
An emergent order of an increasingly modern world was the increase of work and

labor needs. Specialization is an incipient component of modernity, a considerable presence
in the social development of the 20th century. Modernity required progressive work and labor
conditions, and for our purposes we will focus on the particularity of those effects in
porcelain. Adelaide Robineau’s work was remarkable at the end of the 19th century, both for
its persistent nature as well as the demands she overcame as a proto-feminist. Women had a
vital role to play in the formation of the studio arts movement, one that has been
underemphasized in history. As we discussed in chapter two, the production of the “genius”
was multi-layered but also one-dimensional. It was gendered, it was rarified, and it was
exceptional. As such, “genius” created a novel category for the artist that would leave the
artist out of the realm of the ordinary. The artist is again sidelined, as in Plato, set aside in the
aftermath of the creation of the genius, however, as too special to be part of worldly
concerns. Like a priest, the genius was to produce art and art was a separate thing from that
of the mortal realm.
3.2

Genius and an Emergent Feminism
An early indication of porcelain’s potential as an innovative material, available to the

artist, is seen in Robineau. By some accounts, Robineau is considered a genius. This identity
brings up several problems. The notion of genius itself is fettered by its association as a
gendered subject and provides a marked example of exceptionalism that impedes the pursuit
of art, or of the free play of the Kantian imagination. The myth of the genius, originating in
Kant, bears a Romantic genealogy and is aggravated in Schopenhauer. Kant and the

137

Romantics equate genius and art, as we reviewed in chapter two. But it was Schopenhauer
who fully distinguished genius as meant for the exceptional male person, who might hold
feminine traits when fully developed but certainly not a capacity possible for a woman. He
posited that “Art is the work of genius” (108), but that genius remains separate from the
world and is experienced as specialization by a segregated person whose
capacity to maintain (him)self in the state of pure perception… and to
withdraw from the service of the will the knowledge which originally existed
only for that service; that is to say, genius in the power of leaving one’s own
interests, wishes and aims entirely out of sight, thus of entirely divesting
oneself of one’s own personality for a time so as to remain pure knowing
subject. (109)

Here Schopenhauer insists that the genius is separate from the world, from the complex of
human relations and instead remains focused on pure knowledge.
His detraction from will is also a clue as to his intention of rendering the genius out of
reach, the immortal hero and individuated creative type that so rarely appears. He goes on to
insist that “Accordingly ‘the expression of genius’ in a face consists in the visible
predominance of knowledge over will, and also consequently there also shows itself in it a
knowledge is entirely with relation to will i.e. pure knowing” (112). Christine Battersby
reviews Schopenhauer’s claims regarding genius and detects strong veins of misogyny. The
notion of genius itself, she acknowledges, “had acquired a Romantic grandeur” (103) and as
such became hyperbolized as Romanticism itself, tended toward magnification and drama.
Battersby posits that “Schopenhauer idolized ‘genius’; took the individual male human being
as the norm for humanity; and despised women utterly” (107). She goes on to observe that
Schopenhauer “quotes, gloatingly, Rousseau’s remark in the Letter to Mr. d’Alembert (1758)
that women lack artistic taste, as well as genius” (107). Battersby’s analysis of the notion of
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genius in Schopenhauer helps locate this gendered phenomenon and the lack that creates in a
world thirsty for a more comprehensive ontology.
The female role in society at the turn of the 20th century maintained the traditional
trappings of women since the enlightenment. There were exceptions, but especially as
modernity unfolded, the role of women became more focused on the domestic; raising
children, preparing meals, maintaining the home and family. The masculine role became
more open to the growing specialization that modernity was exposing. The home was the
private, the separate, and as such, the sacred. While the oeconomics of Aristotle were
emergent from the home, modern economics would be held apart. Adelaide and Samuel
Robineau demonstrate an alternative view of this misheld prejudice, and the artist Adelaide
Robineau presents a case in point.
Porcelain was attractive to the women who chose to use it as an art material. Factory
produced production pottery and porcelain had established an entirely separate expression
and filled the gap for the purchase of commodity dishes, leaving a void for the use of clay in
general and porcelain in particular to begin its ascent toward the ideal of art within an
embedded economic condition. Robineau was certainly one of these women. The Robineau’s
lived in Syracuse, New York at the turn of the century, neighbors to Gustave Stickley. They
published a magazine, Keramic Studio in 1899 that included articles by porcelain artist
Taxile Doat. Doat had been a porcelain artist at Sèvres in Paris and popularized a fair amount
of technical information about the manufacture of porcelain for the American audience that
read the Robineau’s journal. Doat was also associated with the Art Nouveau movement, the
Arts and Crafts equivalent in France. The Arts and Crafts Movement in America was
gaining ground and Syracuse was quickly established as important nexus of inspiration
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connecting with international movements in a similar vein. Stickley began publishing The
Craftsman, a journal focusing on the handmade environment, expanding what Keramic
Studio offered as a more specialized journal of the ceramic arts. “These two nationally
circulated magazines soon established Syracuse as a nerve center for the Arts and Crafts
movement in America, crystallizing for readers across the country an aesthetic philosophy
initiated by William Morris (and John Ruskin) in the 19th century and reaching its zenith at
the turn of the century in the international style known as Art Nouveau” (Weiss 5). The Arts
and Crafts movement in the United States was informed, inspired, advanced and encouraged
by these publications and by the example of Robineau’s artwork.
Porcelain is a durable, white ceramic material, rarified due to its tricky composition,
often combined in the studio, as opposed to being dug up in the back yard and set to work
with minimal intervention. It is still clay, however, distinct in its whiteness and almost
vitreous after firing. It is fussy and difficult to work with, needing extra attention and skill to
prevent the cracking that it is prone to.

140

Robineau’s Apotheosis of the Toiler (fig. 2) is an example of this extreme condition
of the material. The vase took one thousand hours to complete and upon opening the kiln, it
was discovered that several large cracks had developed on the base. “Doat declared there was
nothing to do [but] to fill the cracks with some kind of paste, color it and keep the vase,
imperfect. Mrs. Robineau … carefully [filled] the cracks with ground porcelain, reglazed [it]
and on the second firing, it came out perfect” (Weiss 215). This vase, also referred to as the
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Scarab Vase, is a-typical of porcelain objects, especially as they flow into the market. The
time and effort involved in the making of the vase may in fact be more indicative of a marble
sculpture and as such was poorly thought of, in particular by a fellow ceramic practitioner,
Hurten Rhead9. “To me, the ‘one thousand hour’ Scarab Vase was [a] monstrosity. … But
the production of fifty or a hundred such pieces would not lessen her reputation or the beauty
of her other work” (Weiss 114). Rhead was an authority in the ceramic world and was
steeped in the tradition of ceramics as such. His dislike of the Scarab Vase may in fact be do
to a distaste for the novel in a material so well established in tradition.
Ceramics and porcelain in particular are materials well suited to the artist’s studio.
Adelaide Robineau set her sights on the mastery of porcelain and achieved it. Robineau’s
porcelain output is famously epitomized by the Scarab Vase, her effort manifesting the long,
laborious hours of work necessary for the manufacture of an object of this sort. Not
considered her best artwork, the Scarab Vase is more a sideshow oddity, unique as an object
that reflects the obsessive nature of its author. As modernity’s advance imposed the reified
social condition on the public, the artist’s work in an individuated studio reflected a quiet
protest.
Pottery, as such, is generally the moniker reserved for objects made of ceramic
material such as earthenware, terra cotta and stoneware. Terra cotta, or “baked earth” is a
ubiquitous material present almost anywhere. Italian rooftops are a testament to its
omnipresent being and the very color sienna is so named as a reflection of the vast
pervasiveness of its presence in the city that shares its name, Siena.10 Porcelain, by contrast,
is more difficult to come by, not naturally present in a single place butan alloy of materials
assembled in order to achieve its pristine whiteness, translucent quality and durable
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character. The glazes on ceramics also reveal the ceramic condition beneath. Glazes on
porcelain tend to have a life of their own, unfettered by the effects of the white clay beneath
reflecting and relying on their own nature in the firing. In contrast, iron-heavy stoneware and
other ceramic bodies incorporate reactions to the glazes as they respond to the high
temperatures of the kiln. The accident is embraced, especially in the firings of, for instance,
the wood kiln. This ancient firing technique is extravagant with ash swirling around inside
the kiln that then melts as the chance landing of this meltable element comes in contact with
the pot’s surface. The process evokes the expression of the pot’s part of the firing process
itself, the potter collaborating with the kiln. In contrast, porcelain’s effects are more
measured and controlled. The pristine, white material is inclined to behave more like canvas,
somewhat inert, the white serving to emphasize color rather than effect. Porcelain’s aesthetic
history is one of control. As mentioned and elaborated in chapters one and two, early
experiments and lasting production outputs of the 18th and 19th century porcelain factories
were a born out of a desire for control. The goal in many of these cases was to reproduce
Chinese porcelains and later to sustain the detailed imagery and pomp that emphasized the
aristocratic nature of the objects owner. The nature of porcelain had more to do with what it
reflected than in the exploration of its nature as a material. The advent of the 20th century saw
a turn in this history. Porcelain became something that could express a more individuated
vision. As such, the increasing democratization of the material gave it a more accessible
position in the annals of the ceramic arts.
The separation of art and money in relation to porcelain was a shift that began in the
19th century with the abolition of slow production and continued apace on the 20th century.
The increase in specialization as part of modernity’s imprint on the world was fracturing
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production with the division of labor as well as rupturing communities, families and smaller
settled localities as urbanization increased with production relocated in cities. Production was
becoming more and more automated, the capacity for churning out goods achieving greater
velocity. Porcelain production was increasing speed as well. Ownership of the productive
enterprise shifted from the aristocrat to the capitalist. However, from the beginning of the rise
of the factory there was resistance. The early protests of the Luddites and Jacobins can be
seen continuing in the development of the Arts and Crafts ethic and style in the US and
England. In France, Art Nouveau became an important art to life movement while the Wiener
Werkstätte of Vienna also upheld a resonant ethic, all impacting the western art world. These
artistic inclinations were all manifestations of the artist striving to retain a sense of agency
and autonomy in an increasingly alienating social condition that was part of the hegemonic
impact of industrial production. The separation of production from life and community, part
of the division of labor and also of the increasing understanding of economic conditions and
how to ‘improve’ them, or rather profits, all contributed to this alienation being felt with
greater strength. Fulfilling work was the purview of the arts; necessary work, the job of the
factory. Glenn Adamson claims that craft is in fact a modern invention, one that came about
as industry’s ‘other’. I will address his argument in chapter four.
3.3

Austrian Economics
The dialectic inherent in the art/industry/craft discourse are reflected in the self

expression and market economics on the rise as individual wealth increased through the
expansion of capitalism. Carl Menger recognized the market itself as a thing with authority,
an authority that demanded autonomous freedom. His theoretical structure was derived from
the liberal economic theory first suggested by J.B. Say. Menger’s importance in the history
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of economics is as the architect of the Austrian school, one of the earliest schools, per se, of
economic thought. Say’s law, as mentioned in chapter two, posited that stuff made will
always find a market. Building on Say’s assumptions (Sanders 141), Menger’s market
economic theory asserts that the market determines how consumables ought to happen. His
ideas also loosely originate with the Physiocrats, where laissez-faire policies held sway. His
Principles of Political Economy secured his place in the burgeoning tradition. Adam Smith’s
Wealth of Nations was the primer from which all others proceeded and Menger was no
exception. His ideas embraced notions of progress that stemmed from the division of labor
and the accumulation of capital. He was, however, dedicated to the broader questions of
economy and its social implications. He therefore left mathematics out of his
phenomenological approach to economic theory. He was recognized as a leading figure in the
development of economic theory and his work opened a new period of the assertion of
economics. Menger embraced “a subjective approach to a theory of value based on supply
and demand, value in use and scarcity … which implied a systematic rejection of Ricardian
labor value theory” but included “the Smithian theory of growth of the ‘wealth of nations’
associated with the division of labor” (Roncaglia 298). Menger and the Austrian school left
an indelible mark on the horizon of economic dominance, one that would degrade
communities and overpower the small scale producer and artist in favor of the behemoths of
industry that would become corporate hegemonic control.
The argument toward a reconciliation of aesthetics and economics must complicate
that relationship. An understanding of the history of economics then becomes, for the artist,
as important as the understanding of art history.
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Political Economy or Economics is a study of mankind in the ordinary
business of life; it examines that part of individual and social action which is
most closely connected with the attainment and with the use of the material
requisites of well-being. Thus it is the study of wealth; and on the other, and
more important side, a part of the study of man. (Hausman 321)

Alfred Marshall was another important economic theoretician active at the turn of the
century. He contributed to the formation of the specialized profession of the economist,
distilling economics from politics. He saw “the purpose of economics as explaining such
questions as how equilibrium of prices are arrived at, not the underlying question of how the
relations of power and obedience that give structure to all stratified societies arise in a social
order perceived as just a collection of individuals each seeking his or her ‘utility’ ”
(Heilbroner 210). Marshall emphasized the notion of time and of development or progress in
economic terms. Temporality, as such, linked his thinking to a Darwinian framework in a
biological and evolutionary sense, but more importantly to Hegel, in the historic sense of
time, and contemporaneously to Bergson. Marshall’s main text was the seminal Principles of
Economics, published in 1920. In it he “expressed both the gradualist view to evolutionism
summarized in the motto prefixed to the Principles, ‘Natura non facit saltum’11, and a
complex view of economic progress which laid stress more on the quality of life than on per
capita income. Also the idea of time as an irreversible flow was repeatedly stressed”
(Roncaglia 356). Marshall’s views on flows and time, while informing ways of thinking
about economics as well as philosophy, history and natural science, may not be altogether
accurate. The assertion that nature develops by slowly building one thing after another holds
sway until it doesn’t. The sudden jump, the leap of faith and the schism of violence lend their
impact on change over time in addition to the slow work of accretion. The paradigm shift that
accompanies sudden breakthroughs in science, art and in the cross fertilization of cultures in
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an increasingly globalized world community evoke newly emergent potentialities as well as
schisms. The dialectical play of the fast and the slow are at work in economics. The
materiality of porcelain embodies the fast and the slow, if the connection in this instance is
more metaphoric than actual. The clay moves quickly, but needs slow drying in order to
maintain the form it has been given by the artist. Then the firing process itself is slow,
gaining speed and force as the high temperature of the final section of the firing is achieved.
After the ware is fired, the cooling of the kiln must be very slow, in order for the ware to
emerge unscathed and transformed. The actual making process of a porcelain object contains
the entire dynamic of a temporal relationship between fast and slow, with the accretion of
objects building over time.
3.4

Duration
Marshall’s economics of time create a link to the temporal in Bergson. Prior to

Marshall, time had not been included in economic writing about wealth and finance.
Bergson’s contribution to thinking about time, temporality and duration have been
acknowledged, but their connection to economics, especially as it relates to aesthetics, may
create a novel link. “Duration, for Bergson, is continuity of progress and heterogeneity;
moreover, thanks to this image, we can also see that duration implies a conservation of the
past” (Lawlor 10). The duration in Bergson allows history an essential position in the
development of mankind. As such, memory and recollection play important roles in the
development of the individual and society as a whole. William James, a contemporary of
Bergson’s, emphasized the role of habit in his philosophy of Pragmatism, and habit remains
an aspect of memory and history, in particular in the day to day practice of plain life and of
vocation. Practice itself enters as an important feature in James, Bergson, and Marshall, a
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condition that presents itself as part of the progress of the individual and of that individual’s
role in the social expression of her being.
Bergson’s project was partly aimed at overcoming Kant. Lawlor writes that “Time
and Free Will has to be seen as an attack on Kant, for whom freedom belongs to a realm
outside of space and time. Bergson thinks that Kant has confused space and time in a
mixture, with the result that we must conceive human action as determined by natural
causality” (7). Bergson is known to have engaged with Einstein and in fact argued with him
about certain issues pertaining to relativity. It wasn’t until the twentieth century that specific
notions about space and time could even begin to be articulated in well defined and
understood parameters. Therefore, Kant would have been hard pressed to fully outline
distinctions between space and time, as Bergson was able to do two hundred years later.
However, his method included a decidedly Hegelian perspective. “For Bergson, the notion of
life mixes together two opposite senses, which must be differentiated and then led into a
genuine unity. On the one hand, it is clear from Bergson’s earlier works that life is the
absolute temporal movement informed by duration and retained in memory” (Lawlor 21).
Bergson’s dialectical inclinations are set in the temporal, time acting as a catalyst for human
expression. Accretion is present in Bergson, that sense of slow development and progress,
asserting that life becomes more complex and diverse over time. Historical time is part of his
emphasis, memory a part of that transition. Marshall’s sense of time, while mired more
exclusively in the realm of business, still connotes the passage of time and with it, time’s
effects. In Marshall, the short run and the long run are important considerations when making
decisions about emphasis in the business horizon. For Bergson, as in James, time represents
something more of the interiority of the mind but concurrently existing in the social realm.
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But, Bergson emphasized duration, and as such was “essentially as memory, consciousness
and freedom” and acknowledges the essential quality and nature of historicism as “the
conservation and preservation of the past in the present” (Deleuze 51). Porcelain can be
interjected in these propositions by its very nature. It serves as a permanent record of the
past, embodied in its form and glazed on its surface. It acts a fulcrum, a representation and
the thing itself, albeit a trace, but more than a trace simultaneously. Simultaneity and the real
are at work in porcelain, by virtue of its permanence to record the artists or the manufacturers
intention. Be it pure utility in the case of plumbing (as we shall soon see) or the purely
aesthetic, and gradations on a scale between the two extremes.
Bergson’s importance on the possible philosophical development of the theory of art
and economics holds a tremendous value. The reference to history and historicism creates a
path toward a future that includes an understanding of time’s place in consciousness. The
recognition of duration’s relationship to history contributed to the Annales school borrowing
from Bergson and the use of the long durée, opening up the development of ideas around
reality as steeped in the slowly moving wheels of time and practice on the ground. The long
durée is the actual process people in community acting independently practice, in spite of the
dominant culture. The lives of peasants are an ideal example of this circumstance, but in
modern times the peasant fades from view in light of industrialization. It is here that there
exists the opportunity for a contemporary peasant, a worker connected to the land, a new type
of worker that takes succor, nurturance and livelihood from that fruits of her labor based on
current rules, regulations, laws and opportunity. The development of political systems that
empower individuals and allow the ownership and building of property, based on inalienable
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rights, allow the rise of an inspired and newly formed battery of willing participants to
develop goods, food and services that support themselves and their communities.
But as a student of James, it is important to recognize Bergson’s addition of memory
and recollection to his whole philosophy of duration as an essential step in the inclusion of
impression, emotion, and a host of psychological complexities that expand the substance of
the past as evental, and even personal. Bergson expands duration beyond biology into the
realm of the mind. Porcelain plays a keen role in the entire sequence of permanence,
especially as it is a perfect receptacle of the representation of a thing, a time, a place, etc.
The careful construction of early porcelain works serves as place keeper in history and reveal
a very specific story. Ceramics in general does this by virtue of its permanence but
porcelain’s particular talent in this regard is revealed in the collections not only of museums
but also of people.
3.5

Conspicuous Consumption and Pragmatism
Porcelain, through a studied intervention in the realm of economics, is linked to

Thorstein Veblen due to his extension of economics further into the realm of the social.
Porcelain’s significance as a social contrivance and emblem of social class is indicative of
the apparatus of taste within a home, and therefore a certain acknowledgement of status.
Veblen, as such, is the recognized intellectual father of institutional economics, a theory that
emerged in the early 20th century as a counter to classical and neo-classical economics.
Veblen posited that the hegemonic forces of corporate control would lead to a very
diminished quality-of-life for most people. Veblen coined the term “conspicuous
consumption” and acknowledged and emphasized the unpleasantness associated with a
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nonworking, affluent population. Industrialization freed and expanded access to capital,
creating what Veblen referred to as the leisure class. Related in appearance to the earlier
aristocracy, the new leisure class instead sought through the power of consumption to reveal
their prestige. The Institutionalists were beholden to the German historical school, and as
such, recognize the significant role of history in the development of economics. As with
pragmatism, habit and ritual form the basis for human behavior. As such, historic ways of
being persist in Veblen’s observations of economic man. “According to Veblen, modern
capitalism is characterized by persistence of old modes of thought, such as ancient predatory
instincts and the use of conspicuous consumption to assert social superiority” (Roncaglia
375). Nietzsche and Arendt alike examined the roles of custom, tradition, habit and to some
extent ceremony as ways of being that remain in effect, unexamined at the peril of the society
that allows those patterns of habit to remain unreviewed generation after generation. Veblen
emphasized these unfortunate examples of social behavior as he sought to critique the neoclassical model of economics that was coming into question on the heels of the Marxist
critique of capital. “He argued that a complex set of relationships exist between human
nature and culture as individuals develop within a culture, they find themselves acting within
the selfish patterns of behaviors that are legacy of past interactions between individuals and
culture” (Landreth 395). Veblen is associated with the pragmatism of James and by
association, Dewey, asserting the essential nature of aesthetics into community. “William
James’s psychology that refined his ideas into a coherent aesthetics with ethical and political
applications, by clarifying how instinct, habit, and environment could interact to
institutionalize standards of beauty subverting the native altruism of the aesthetic impulse”
(Throntveit 519). Veblen’s economics questions the use of a symbolic gesture like that of the
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porcelain object to assert an aesthetic authority; instead, perhaps his notions of conspicuous
consumption and his association with pragmatism might see the role of the porcelain object
as one that is inspirational and uplifting.
Molly Nesbitt writes in her book about pragmatism and the history of art that William
“James credited his friend Charles Sanders Peirce with the concept pragmatism, ‘though he
himself was extending it’” (7). After their death, “John Dewey had joined the effort and (did)
much to secure the global stage for these ideas… He was becoming the great American
philosopher of education” (Nesbitt 9). The pragmatists focus was on consequences, how a
thing turns out, not so much on principles or categories. As such, the American school of
thought implies an empirical reflection, relying on the facts and remnants of an effort or a
program, building on the responsive outcomes of an endeavor. Dewey, as a proponent of this
manner of thought, in particular with an eye to aesthetic conditions and education, suggested
that “the individual artist’s politics could and should be subsumed in the greater, progressive
forces mobilizing for equality” (Nesbitt 28). Dewey saw art as a component of the larger,
social apparatus of human experience. His notion of the aesthetic included the “economic,
political, psychoanalytic, sociological, religious, and scientific” (Nesbitt 29) and this sort of
linkage would imply an embedded aesthetic, one that encompasses all of experience. For
Dewey, art was a grand thing, perhaps the apex of human achievement. It certainly is what
we are left with in order to examine the traces of earlier human behavior and achievement.
Dewey posits that “art is a quality that permeates experience; it is not … the experience
itself” (339). Dewey reflects on art as a part of life, the aesthetic itself a strain or trace of
human being, inextricable from the outward passage of human events. The expression of art
“functions [as] a multitude of passing incidents as the latter [is] organized into meanings that
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form minds” (Dewey 340). Meaning is created, it is chosen and elaborated by the artist and
creative producer. Meaning is an active force, one whose consequences are expressed in the
cultural aftermath of history. Culture and civilization depend on these activities not only for
the posterity left in the wake of the creative act, but in the formation of culture itself. Each
individual culture is responsible for the outcomes of the artist’s oeuvre and therefore the
economic condition of the artist is part of that creative process. The embedded nature of preindustrial economic activity left a promise of a settled sort, the condition necessary for the
free action of creative expression. Porcelain’s position in the realm of culture prior to the 20th
century was that of tradition. But, the consequences of the manifold revolutions of industry,
politics and economics left it wide open to establish itself among the many arts and material
used for the creation of art.
3.6

The Avant-Garde, Macro-Economics and Thing Theory
The “readymade” artwork of Marcel Duchamp is a key development in the advance

of ideas around art born in the early 20th century. A dialectic proxy of the handmade, the
readymade is a found object that the artist deems art. Picasso and Braque had used bits of
printed material in the early formation of collage as an aspect of their art, but it is Duchamp’s
“readymades” that changed the tenor of art in general. Perhaps one of the most enduring
aesthetic acts of the 20th century occurred in 1917, the same year the United Sates entered
World War One and the year that the Marxist Revolutions of Russia succeeded in
overthrowing the czarist regime that had lasted for 196 years. Duchamp’s Fountain of 1917
may be the stimulant that cemented the very formation of conceptual art, renting the fabric of
the slowly built artifice of the handmade object, the artisan worker, and the master
artist/craftsman prevalent since the renaissance. Conceptual art, or art of the mind,
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countervailed the “retinal art” that Duchamp objected to. Fountain signifies the advent of the
artist as curator, whose choice is what matters.
Now Mr. Mutt's fountain is not immoral, that is absurd, no more than a
bathtub is immoral. It is a fixture that you see everyday in plumbers' show
windows. Whether Mr. Mutt with his own hands made the fountain or not has
no importance. He CHOSE it. He took an ordinary article of life, placed it so
that its useful significance disappeared under that new title and point of view - created a new thought for that object. As for plumbing...the only works of art
that America has given us are her bridges and her plumbing. (Harrison &
Wood 252)
His gesture – a joke, a pun really – poked fun at the very committee he chaired in New York
that gave rise to the ultimate democratic art exhibition, the Society of Independent Artists’
show of 1917. Purported to be open to anyone with $ 6, the cost of entry, Duchamp
anonymously offered his porcelain urinal, turned on its side and signed roughly R. Mutt. The
famed object was part of a ruse by Duchamp, Alfred Stieglitz and Beatrice Wood, among
other collaborators and friends engaged in a playful romp that would unfurl a shift in our
very perception of art, a result of the deed. The urinal was hidden under a staircase, never
exhibited in spite of the committee’s claim to equal opportunity for all, but the real drama
unfolded when the publication of the Blindman #2 was published during the exhibition.
Stieglitz’s photograph of the urinal appeared in the journal, full of manifestos, poetry and
artwork, at the ready, released shortly after the exhibition was unveiled. The urinal did not
make it into the display, nor did Mr. Mutt receive a line in the catalogue. In spite of the lack
of support on the part of the committee, the “prank” sounded a clarion cry for the continual
reconsideration of the very definition of art. “Duchamp knocked fine art off of its pedestal
and erased the distinction between art and life” (Shiner 291). Fountain, especially as a
porcelain object, plays an important role in my argument to rescue and restore art and life in
a far more open ended relation, one that includes economics and as such, worldly and
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pragmatic affairs. The relational is a key component in the success of the urinal as art, as
Duchamp relied on a cohort of fellow Dadaists and avant-garde explorers in the early days of
the most disruptive period in history. It follows that the nearly all of the urgent art of the day
was transgressive and destructive of what had been almost stagnant, especially in the United
States. Duchamp’s ready made act contributed to the possible insertion of art into an
increasingly active role in social questioning.
Art, creativity and innovation are linked in economics. Such a discursive engine
provides enormous energy for the continually evolving condition that is contained in the
inductive and deductive reasoning that was the approach to economic theory in Cambridge,
England in the 1920s, evidenced by the work of Keynes, Russell, and Whitehead. Keynes
thus “tackled the theory of probability in the cultural context of a lively debate on the themes
of inductive knowledge and the role of deductive logic” (Roncaglia 391). Keynes’s approach
was represented by probability and uncertainty, two ends of a spectrum that acted as a
dialectical method. As such, he deconstructed classical economics which had become
“confused with the current liberalism, not upheld in the writings of the great classical
economists” (Roncaglia 392).
3.7

Keynesian Economics
John Maynard Keynes’s (1883-1946) General Theory transformed economic thought

in the 1930s and ’40s to an extent, only limited by the advent of world war two.
Governments engaged industry in the production of armaments for the onrushing spectacle of
the second world war. However, Keynes’ ideas steadily found influence, especially through
the reiteration and clarification of his meanings through scholars like Abba Lerner.12 Lerner
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posited “that the government should not follow a policy of ‘sound finance’ (always balance
the budget); it should instead follow a policy of ‘functional finance,’ which considered only
the results of policies, not the policies themselves” (Landreth 367). Functional finance as
opposed to sound finance echoes a pragmatic approach to economic thinking that places
results ahead of theory. Scholars like Lerner who emphasized the Keynesian approach to a
regulated, planned, and government driven economic ideal further extended Keynes’s ideas
and as such extended his influence well into the 20th century.
Keynes invented macroeconomics, a form of economic engineering that includes
regulation, political involvement, and a general governmental intervention in the economic
apparatus imposed by the state. Macroeconomics is also related to systems thinking, an
extension of the utopian structuralists mentioned at the start of this chapter. This approach to
economic reform tends towards the Marxist condition of a socialist priority and was
employed by Franklin Delano Roosevelt during the depression of the 1930s to
circumnavigate the shock of the depression of 1929. Between the first and second world
wars, the economic condition around the world was in chaos. The US was in a depression so
severe that government intervention was the only solution to the problem. Large scale
organizational programs were implemented, like the WPA and Social Security, as a means to
prevent the further decay of the social and economic disaster that erupted at this time. The
economics of a total system might be likened to the developing conditions of the art and life
integration, the living work of art, that was being developed at the Bauhaus.
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3.8

The Bauhaus
Prior to the advent of world war two and right on the heels of world war one, the

Bauhaus formed under the leadership of architect Walter Gropius. Manifestoes were being
widely produced and Gropius was no exception. From the Bauhaus manifesto Gropius states
that “Architects, sculptors, painters – we all must return to craftsmanship! For there is no
such thing as ‘art by profession’. There is no essential difference between the artist and the
artisan. The artist is an exalted artisan”. The Bauhaus became one of the most influential
modern art schools of the 20th century. The Bauhaus, founded in 1919 in Weimar, Germany,
operated for fourteen years under the aegis of Gropius’ initial idea of the unification of the
arts. For Gropius, industrialization had created a gap between art and architecture and
making itself, craftsmanship, had become estranged and in his view, there needed to be a
reintegration of art, architecture and the made thing itself. Ceramics played a role in the
Bauhaus school, and porcelain was present.
The Bauhaus operated under a rubric of a “new guild of craftsmen” (Bergdoll 64).
However, as analytic thought developed during the enlightenment, science emerged as an
autonomous discipline and aesthetics became the purview of experts. The continued
separation of art from life, of utility from aesthetics, was underway. Well into the 20th
century, modernity’s project continues the tendency toward specialization that furthered the
schism between art and other fields. Max Weber posits that the “limitation to specialized
work, with any renunciation of the Faustian universality of man, which it involves, is a
condition of any valuable work in the modern world” (95). Specialization and segregation
allowed fantastic development to take place. Specialization has been so successful in fact that
we are loath to reverse it. But there remain artists and creative thinkers who would strive to
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reintegrate a multiplicity of disciplines, sustaining a broad view of potential as a problem is
taken up, the resolve of which might only be achieved through a knowledge of a grander
view.
In contrast to the pulsing engine of productivity created by the rise of specialization,
the Bauhaus emerged as a school focused on synthesizing the arts. “The Bauhaus strives to
coordinate all creative effort, to achieve, in a new architecture, the unification of all training
in art and design. The ultimate, if distant, goal of the Bauhaus is the collective work of art –
the Building – in which no barriers exist between the structural and the decorative arts”
(Gropius). The critic Adolf Behne “believed he saw in” the architectonic work of Lionel
Feininger “a rebirth of the spirit that had inspired the Gothic and nineteenth-century
Romanticism” (Bergdoll 64). Thus, the Bauhaus did embrace an aesthetic and ethical
condition similar to the Arts and Crafts movements of Britain and the United States, as well
as the overall condition of the inclusive building and aesthetic ideals of the Wiener
Werkstätte and Art Nouveau. The common condition of all of these various schools of
thought can be likened to that of the development of a community, a circumstance that
contains particular aesthetic and ethical qualities that impute specific parameters and rules.
The individual is subsumed by the necessity of the whole.
Gropius posited that “The old dualistic world-concept which envisaged the ego in
opposition to the universe is losing ground. In its place is rising the idea of a universal unity
in which all opposing forces exist in a state of absolute balance” (AIT 309). Gropius’
assertion contains within it a spiritual accord relative to artistic practice. His claim also laid
the groundwork for a new school in which these ideas are to be expanded upon and taught
through the expansion of the definition of the artist. Forms from that period created the
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foundation of mid-century modernism and spawned a revolution in thinking about style,
artistry and social organization. Socially, the Bauhaus had decidedly Marxist leanings,
striving to create living environments that were functional and attractive for the people who
would then occupy them.
The integration of art into life continued in this rarified environment until the
Bauhaus’ demise in 1933 with the rise of the Third Reich. Hitler’s authoritarian government
suppressed all forward thinking peoples as well as Jews in its eugenic project. The
integration of art and craft, art and society, art and the building did find its way out of
Germany and the approach to a more integrated learning for the artist was transferred to the
Black Mountain School in North Carolina in the ’40s and ’50s and is still at work today at art
schools like Cranbrook Academy of Art in Michigan. Education is often the start of an
artist’s organized exposure to ideas and thinking that might further integration as opposed to
segregation.
Marguerite Wildenhain trained under Gerhard Marcks and Max Krehan at the original
Bauhaus near Weimar at Dornburg.13 Gropius coupled teachers of form with teachers of craft
or technique in order to cultivate a capability in students that integrated art and craft in a
sophisticated manner.14 Wildenhain’s training took five years, after which she emerged with
the title of master potter. She had various interventions in factories that focused on porcelain
and her capacity for designing exquisite form in porcelain for production was admired and
appreciated. In particular, she worked for a time at the Königliche Porzellan-Manufaktur
(KPM), a porcelain factory established in Berlin in 1761. Because of her Jewish heritage,
she was forced to leave Berlin due to the rise of anti-Semitism. She and her husband Franz
moved to Holland where they set up shop and in 1940 emigrated to the US in advance of
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Nazi invasions in the Netherlands. Wildenhain’s porcelain work, commercial and industrial,
reflects a condition of porcelain in Germany at this time. The Bauhaus’ lasting influence had
a stronger stylistic bent than the original ethical principles in practice. For Wildenhain, the
commercial porcelain work was very different from the humble work of her alone at the
potter’s wheel. Once she established herself at Pond Farm, a utopian community in Northern
California, she gave up porcelain altogether for the more “natural” stoneware that
represented a communing with nature that appealed to her perhaps traumatized self as an
artist. Wildenhain’s move from Europe to the United States and her shift from the pristine
work of porcelain present in her collaboration with industry to the more rugged type of
pottery present in her individual work in stoneware later on may be part of an inability to
exist within the dialectical realm of the thing and object. Wildenhain’s predilection for the
‘traditional purity’ of a simple country potter certainly represents a choice in approach, and
oddly insinuates her approach to the pot as opposed to the artwork, the development of
equipment or object, but that bleeds into the thing.
3.9

Heidegger and the Thing
During the time that Wildenhain was escaping Nazi Germany, Heidegger grappled

with two important points regarding the notion of the thing as it relates to equipmentness, and
tradition as part of a system of opacity or as he refers, concealedness. For Heidegger, it is
essential to reveal that which is concealed. “Standing forth has the sense of the made thing’s
standing forth into the unconcealedness of what is already present” (Poetry 166). Bringing
forth the thing through techne is part of the Heideggerian imperative, an essential nature of
being that is enclosed in language and thought.
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It is of utmost importance that we think of the bringing-forth in its full scope
and at the same time in the sense in which the Greeks thought is. Not only in
handcraft manufacture, not only in artistic and poetical bringing into
appearance and concrete imagery, is a bringing-forth, poiesis. Physis also
means the arising of something from out of itself, is a bringing forth, poiesis.
Physis is poeisis in the highest sense. For what presences by means of physis
has the bursting open belonging to bringing-forth, e.g. the bursting of a
blossom into bloom, in itself. In contrast, what is brought forth by the artisan
or the artist, e.g., the silver chalice, has the bursting open belonging to
bringing-forth, not in itself, but in another, in the craftsman or artist. (The
Question 10-11)
Heidegger privileges the artist along with the craftsman as the one who is capable of bringing
forth within himself, a “bursting open” that results in a gathering of sorts. Latour critiques
Heidegger’s assessment of science and technology because “he had only four folds” (235)
while Latour asserts the “making and the unmaking … (of) this catastrophe unfolding in it is
a thousand folds” (235). For Latour, the thing is a complex of thousands of folds, myriad and
even infinite. However, in reference to the Baroque, Deleuze posits that
Heidegger calls upon the Zweifalt to be the differentiator of difference, he
means above all that differentiation does not refer to a pregiven
undifferentiated, but to a Difference that endlessly unfolds and folds over
from each of its two sides, and that unfolds the one only while refolding the
other, in a coextensive unveiling and veiling of Being, of presence and of
withdrawal of being. (The Fold 29)
Deleuze is expanding on Heidegger while Latour is simply reading Heidegger, as such. It is
interesting to note the distinctions in the two philosophers’ approach to this caveat in
Heidegger and to examine their differences. Heidegger asserts directly that “the tradition that
hereby gains dominance makes what it ‘transmits’ so little accessible and for the most part
covers over instead (conceals)” (Being 20). “Questioning” itself is Heidegger’s methodology.
Tradition, as such, is little understood from the point of view of a standard history. Heidegger
builds on Nietzsche’s use of the genealogy of tradition, bringing into question the very
essence of the thing. Nietzsche posits that
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every purpose and use is just a sign that the will to power has achieved
mastery over something less powerful, and has impressed upon it its own idea
[Sinn] of a use function; and the whole history of a ‘thing’, an organ, a
tradition can to this extent be a continuous chain of signs, continually
revealing new interpretations and adaptations, the causes of which need not be
connected even amongst themselves, but rather sometimes just follow and
replace one another at random. (Genealogy 51)
What is a Thing and what is history itself are important questions in revealing two key points
relevant to the study of porcelain as the quintessential material within an Econo-aesthetic. a)
The nature of porcelain as an example of the ideal marketable aesthetic product and b)
revealing the nature of the material itself as defining a new paradigm within the language of
an aesthetic economy. Porcelain stands as a set of descriptives within and between the
context of thing and object while possessing a provenance that embraces its own history.
Heidegger extensively develops the notion of enframing in his essay on technology. An
ontology of porcelain, per se, holds within its contours the qualities of a practical material,
beautiful and marketable, while it concurrently contains the capacity to let the representative
symbolic gesture that allows for the conceptual nature of the contemporary voice a
conveyance. Heidegger argues that “what has been handed down is handed over to
obviousness; it bars access to those original ‘wellsprings’ out of which the traditional
categories and concepts were in part genuinely drawn. The tradition even makes us forget
such a provenance altogether” (Being 20-21 sec 21). He is referencing the impact of tradition
as it becomes commonplace and as such, a hidden impetus for being. Habits and
unquestioned authority are perpetuated in the realm of tradition and written histories
reinforce assumptions. Enframing figures into this discussion as it poses, according to
Heidegger, a threat. “The rule of Enframing threatens man with the possibility that it could
be denied to him to enter into a more original revealing and hence to experience the call of a
more primal truth. Thus, where Enframing reigns, there is danger in the highest sense.”
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(Heidegger, The Question, 14) But questioning reveals the origin of possibility in a
multiplicity of territories created through making and revealing formed in art and in
porcelain. It opens up and allows the bursting forth of latent, in his words, concealed forms
of being that can only add to the very nature of existence. Since Heidegger is concerned with
the notion of being and language as opposed to social relations and impacts, his approach has
the weird effect of hyper-focusing philosophy onto the individual. As such he skirts Marx
and hence is also distanced from Lukács.
All the same, Heidegger uses examples of the thingness in art in a Van Gogh painting
as well as a potter’s effort. In emphasizing the objectness of the thing and its authentic
character, Heidegger posits that “the jug remains a vessel whether we represent it in our
minds or not” (Poetry 165). The mind that is recollecting, thinking through as an exercise in
memory, reveals the shape, the form and perhaps more layers of the actual jug. Let’s consider
the porcelain plate in place of the jug. What if the porcelain plate adds all the history, the
effort required in the arteries of origin, the earning that the plate contains as we recall in
memory all that struggle to recreate and represent the oriental substance of white purity?
How can that item be compared to the jug in Heidegger?
The potter makes the earthen jug out of earth that he has specially chosen and
prepared for it. The jug consists of that earth, by virtue of what the jug
consists of, it too can stand on the earth, either immediately or through the
mediation of the table and bench. What exists by such producing is what
stands on its own, is self-supporting. When we take the jug as a made vessel,
then surely we are apprehending it–so it seems–as a thing and never as a mere
object. (Poetry 165)
The porcelain plate and the jug in Heidegger’s argument about the Thing are not very
different. If we consider porcelain as made from earth, which it certainly is, then the
porcelain plate is made out of the earth that the potter has chosen, but what is really
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interesting about the plate is that the mediation Heidegger refers to in table and bench, where
it is placed, and also as it interacts with the next phase of its purpose, the serving and
consuming of meal, contains the revealing he is suggesting. Heidegger sees the jug, or in our
case the plate, “as a thing and never a mere object” (Poetry 165). The object, for Heidegger,
is distinct from the thing, which contains an essence, the essence perhaps of that tradition that
he describes in history. Tradition and thing intersect in archeology, and further in genealogy,
the genealogical deepening the exploration into specifics of relational mediation. A
mediation unfolding within the relational explication of the plate on the table, a thing that
potentially holds the nourishing property of food that leads to the expression of the soul in
the context of the social and the intimate. But memory is also contained in the object as
equipment. Here the object of Heidegger distinguishes itself from the Thing as the source of
relational properties that extend beyond the pure utility of the object. Latour posits that
Heidegger’s
writing aims to make as sharp a distinction as possible between, on the one
hand, objects, Gegenstand, and on the other the celebrated Thing. The
handmade jug can be a thing, while the industrially made can of coke remains
an object. While the latter is abandoned to the empty mastery of science and
technology, only the former, cradled in the respectful idiom of art,
craftsmanship, and poetry, could deploy and gather its set of rich connections.
(233)

For Latour, the relational is as essential as the poetry and art of Heidegger’s thing.
Heidegger’s distinction limits the object’s potential to the existing expectation of its intended
use. The art object becomes a thing, the transformation of object into Thing, by virtue of its
capacity to lead out. Porcelain begins as beautiful object, sometimes useful, sometimes
symbolic as a thing reserved for royalty, a gift. But, it often translates and easily transfigures
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into equipment – a cup for tea; a tea pot; a plate. These items find their most common
expression as porcelain equipment and even as toilets and plumbing. Porcelain’s extreme
functionality also finds it servicing the human need for indoor plumbing or as insulators at
the tops of electric poles to prevent electricity from burning the wooden protuberances.
Porcelain is also an art material, and art itself is at question in the core examination of the
aesthetic nature of economics. The materiality of clay, the refined white clay that is
porcelain, has a relationship with all kinds of clay but it is human intervention that places the
fine white clay, “white gold”, into a category above all else. But, can this signification be
questioned? Like all tradition not only can it but it must be. Again, Heidegger helps here with
his method of questioning and reminds us that, “To question historically means to set free
and into motion the happening which is quiescent and bound in the question” (What is a
Thing? 48). As such, he sets in motion the methodology of questioning as a way into history
as it has been presented. That history, in our case the history of porcelain, is extended as we
include properties in the social realm as opposed to remaining strictly bound to the qualities
inherent in the technical components of the material or in its mere form. In addition, tradition
itself presents an opacity, a barrier to deepening understanding of Dasein, to borrow a
Heideggerianism, being as it is buried within the human being, potential, connection and
health.
So, while Heidegger hands us a method by questioning the origin of the quality of
porcelain, he reminds us that the philosophical questioning is not only important but essential
if developing an understanding of the reality of porcelain, its relationship to money, its part
in the development and condition of art and aesthetics and its record keeping capacity as that
perfect material to remember the trace. Techne and episteme, stemming from the ancient
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Greek, stand in harmony, according to Heidegger, informing and broadening Beingness
itself, as opposed to the creeping isolation of each meaning and practice toward the ever
expanding modernization inherent in the social matrix of contemporary language, study, and
praxis. Ge-stell (enframing) means in ordinary usage an apparatus, accorning to Agamben,
and relates to Foucault’s appararuses (epistemes?) as evident. Additionally, Agamben links
Heidegger’s enframing and Foucault’s apparatuses to “this oikonomia, that is, a set of
practices, bodies of knowledge, measures, and institutions that aim to manage, govern
control, and orient–in a way that purports to be useful–the behaviors, gestures, and thoughts
of human beings” (12). Heidegger acknowledges that technology stems from the Greek, that
Plato’s understanding of techne in relation to episteme hold essential keys to an enriched
view of poiesis, and as such, an aesthetic nature enframes the capacity of making and of the
thing itself. Within the concealed position of porcelain as a moniker of wealth, prestige and
privilege exudes the bursting forth of an increasing accessibility within the realm of aesthetic
practice and as such of a welcome respite from the hegemonic condition of a given cultural
order. Since porcelain’s European history is relatively brief, a scant three hundred years, its
capacity as help mate in tracing the history of time is one that commences in the early 18th
century, also coincides with the birth of ‘aesthetics,’ and that is relevant. However, by adding
its growing concern as a thing and an aesthetic object, a material capable of expanding and
extending the aesthetic into the realm of the household, the hand, and the everyday along side
that of the special, the rare and even the genius, it joins with painting and sculpture as
embodying the representation of those moments of time that we are so keen on reviewing.
While Heidegger explores the relevance of the Thing and its origin in the work of art,
Benjamin writes with skepticism about authenticity, origin and originality itself in the work
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of art. “The authenticity of a thing is the quintessence of all that is transmissible in it from
origin on, ranging from its physical duration to the historical testimony relating to it”
(Benjamin, Illuminations, 22). This ‘authenticity’, supported and reified through its historical
recommendations, becomes a point of critique in his thinking as he deconstructs the notion of
the originality of a work of art in contrast to that which is reproduced. Benjamin focuses on
photography and film in his ground-breaking critique of the original work of the autonomous
genius, but his thinking can be applied to ceramics in general and porcelain in particular.
Porcelain’s history as the representative of the aristocracy quickly evolving into the
instrument of the capitalist has become a pliant material force capable of holding the ideas of
the artist, individual as well as collective. Its form and nature is still available to its history
but with a far more complex potential, one that can retain the economic possibility free of the
capitalist fetters imposed by the massively scaled factory of the industrial era. The 20th
century, on the heels of earlier iterative components of porcelain’s economic character,
manifested a new quality bubbling forth in the early part of the century but with a Sisyphean
task ahead to truly free itself of the tradition and prejudice that it has always carried forward.
Benjamin posits that “what is really jeopardized when the historical testimony is affected is
the authenticity of the object, the weight it derives from tradition” (Illuminations, 22). This
weight is clear in the ceramics of the early 20th century and becomes deeply apparent in the
work and relationship between the cross cultural collision of Bernard Leach and Shoji
Hamada.

3.10 East Meets West
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These two potters, one British, the other Japanese, met within the cultural accord of
the philosophical thinking of Soetsu Yanagi. Yanagi was reactionary, according to
Benjamin’s definition, in his desire to return the craftsman to his proper role in the rural
condition of the medieval period. A romantic, not unlike the romantics of Germany in the
early 19th century as we discussed in chapter 2, Yanagi was part of the rapid modernization
of Japan at the sudden opening of her borders at the end of the Edo period. This rapid
expansion saw the introduction to the west of Japanese art and folk art. Hamada was a great
promoter and teacher of this traditional craft and his relationship with British intellectual and
potter Bernard Leach would bring techniques and ideas about traditional Japanese pottery
into the west in full force. Leach’s insightful writing in “A Potter’s Book” revealed in great
detail the nature of ceramic production with an eye to the studio potter, detailing clay, glaze
and kiln particularities, including some information about porcelain. For Leach and Hamada,
porcelain was represented by the traditional Chinese and Korean wares. They held some
disdain for the European copies that came out of Meissen and Sèvres, in particular the late
Rococo efforts detailed in Chapter One. The “influence of Rococo art and under the French
court patronage at the Sèvres factory, which towards the end of the 18th century set Europe a
standard of flamboyance and unsuitable naturalistic decoration than even the most eccentric
Ming pottery have ever conceived of being” (A Potter’s Book Leach 41). Leach’s distain
actually extends to any pottery not hand wrought on the potter’s wheel, ideally in the country
and preferably according to a sort of esoteric code of aesthetics meted out by the arduous and
traditional role of master to apprentice. He rejected the modern as well as the baroque.
Yanagi was a collector, philosopher and advocate of folk arts or Mingei in Japan and
around the world. His work in this regard bore out the establishment first of a museum in
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Seoul, Korea, of Mingei crafts later to be established in Tokyo as the Mingeikan Museum,
the first museum of folk art and craft of its kind. Yanagi’s vision was taken up by the potters
Hamada and Leach and together they forged a powerful influence in the field of ceramic
production that spread to the west. Yanagi’s writings in English are collected in a somewhat
slim volume titled simply “The Unknown Craftsman” and was translated by Leach. Yanagi
wrote that:
The bulk of the contents of the museum (Mingeikan, Tokyo) are
representative examples of the country crafts of the Japanese people. It is my
belief that while the high level of culture of any country can be found in its
fine arts, it is also vital that we should be able to examine and enjoy the proofs
of the culture of the great mass of the people, which we call folk art. The
former are made by a few for a few, but the latter, made by the many for
many, are a truer test. The quality of the life of the people of that country as a
whole can best be judged by the folkcrafts. The main objective of the folkcraft
museum is to allow this to be done… The life of people themselves
unfortunately is not given much attention by historians: one reads about the
aristocracy and the great. I hope this museum will be a slight corrective. (103)

Hamada took over the directorship of the museum after Yanagi’s death and it is still an active
cultural center in Tokyo.
Leach and Hamada, bolstered by the philosophical and active work of Yanagi,
participated in a conference in Dartington Hall in England, the only ceramic international
convention of it kind in 1952. “Interest in the growing studio pottery movement was gaining
international attention, and in July of 1952 craftsmen from around the world convened at
Dartington Hall for the first and only International Conference of Potters and Weavers”
(Schwartz 398). It was here that these three powerhouses, Leach, Hamada and Yanagi, in the
promotion of the studio pottery movement in the west, met Marguerite Wildenhain.Leach left
his studio in St. Ives and moved into Dartington Hall, in Toynes, England, a “salon in the
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countryside” established in 1925 by Leonard and Dorothy Elmhirst. (Schwartz 397). In this
environment he continued to develop ideas around the idyllic and utopian potters residing in
the countryside and creating pottery in the Asian tradition, using traditional practices and
decorations, but also accepting certain developments and curiosities about what might be
possible. The conference "gave them [Leach, Hamada and Yanagi] celebrity status…[while]
Marguerite Wildenhain emerged from Dartington Hall as the most important craft potter in
America” (Schwartz 402). Leach et al then set out on a two-year tour of American potteries
and schools, lecturing and demonstrating distinctly Asian influenced pottery traditions. On
the other hand, while Wildenhain trained at the Bauhaus in methods of traditional pottery,
she also studied next to artists Kandinsky and Klee absorbing European ideas about avantgarde art, and worked to embody a synthesis of the romantic and modern streams of thought.
She stood up to Bernard Leach’s powerful critique of the American lack of training in the
Asian tradition of pottery that he held in high esteem.
In 1950, Bernard Leach, after traveling around the United States, criticized
American potters for their poor quality of work. He attributed the problem to a
lack of standards caused by no long standing tradition compared to that of
Britain, China, and Japan. This touched off a debate on the nature and
importance of tradition in the context of the growing studio pottery
movement. Marguerite Wildenhain challenged his ideas concerning the roots
of tradition and what she had come to believe was the misguided effort to
encourage American potters to imitate styles from the Sung dynasty and
Japanese folk pottery movement. (Schwartz 397)
Leach was a powerful intellect and successful potter and writer. Wildenhain’s confrontation
of his patrician approach to pottery was an essential component in resurrecting the craft and
the discipline from the gaping yaw of a traditional prison of limits to nature, and to the
bifurcating affects of disdaining the intellect as a component in the making of a thing. Leach
was wed to skill and tradition. Wildenhain understood skill along with the knowledge of
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form, the form that had a greater scope than that locked up in the realm of the country pot.
While the Mingei tradition of Japan had a riveting appeal on the one hand, representing a
kind of salvation from the aristocratic Japanese tradition, not unlike that of Europe, there was
also the chauvinistic component especially apparent in Leach. He had a narrow view of
pottery and her antecedents, and felt that especially the US was in short supply of any worthy
talent. Leach wrote that “I have seen so many pseudo-stoneware pots from coast to coast
which are mixture, ‘Bauhaus over Sung’, free form, unintegrated” (Beyond 241). His critique
of the US and his strong influence would affect several generations of potters and artists
working in clay in the west.
Tradition, an important part of the history of ceramics and porcelain, as we have
discussed earlier in regards to Heidegger, Nietzsche, and Latour, inform the problematic
formation of the Thing and the object. These ideas are never static, and certainly deserve to
be reconsidered, reevaluated and reenergized through deconstruction and reconstruction in a
varied light, with consideration to time and place. Leach, “looked back on tradition and tried
to dissociate himself from modernization and industrialization” (Schwartz 398) at the
expense of the potential of pottery as an art form in its own right. Heidegger’s consideration
of tradition in the thingness of the art object actually conceals its origins, leaving the artist
out of control and in the hands of that which is obvious, and as such, unconsidered. For
Heidegger, the resultant slippage into the obvious is an aspect of tradition that prevents the
revealing of being, and therefore prevents the bringing forth and the gathering that the thing
itself makes possible. It is the considered component of making that is at stake here. Leach
and Hamada contributed the important recurrence to a tradition that had been heretofore
under considered, and therefore helped create a new form of making in the industrial and
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post-industrial era. Unfortunately, the component of the tradition, in the early days of
recuperating this ancient and traditional form of making ceramics, created a calcification of
process and critique that included systems of power creation, misogyny and a distrust of the
modern in order to pursue the purity of production in the pre-industrial, Romantic manner.
The privileging of the medieval in the production of traditional pottery would impact several
generations of makers who would find a very limited cohort of practitioners in their
respective fields. If the modern is precluded in the making of artwork in any material in an
era where so much is revealed through the extension of geography, and cultural hybridity,
then doesn’t a certain stagnation inevitably follow? This complicates any claim against the
modern, per se, but can also include the potential of that part of making that emerges from a
culturally rich tradition. Tradition itself is not under attack here. What is important to keep in
mind is the broadening possible in using a material like porcelain, whose antecedents tend to
overwhelm its real possibility, but in fact exists as a palimpsest, ripe for the imbuing of a
truly original idea and complex of impressions, a layering over with fresh expression onto an
inherently historic material.
3.11 Benjamin and Mechanical Reproduction
The substance of Walter Benjamin’s voice in this argument is important in a number
of ways. His Marxist approach to aesthetics and economics aligns him with a popular appeal
to the true potential of art as an emancipatory enterprise, linking the economy itself to
aesthetic production. In addition, he engages a Heideggerian moment as he describes the
decay of the aura in the original work of art as a positive move. While Heidegger explicates
the Thing, a broad term that embodies art connected to tradition, he acknowledges the
importance of l’art pour l’art, a Kantian ideal that Heidegger extends into experience.
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However, he writes in the epilogue to the Origin of the Work of Art, that “experience is the
element in which art dies” (Poetry 78). Benjamin viewed the whole concept of l’art pour
l’art as antithetical to art’s true nature and purpose– that of human renewal. For Benjamin, in
contrast to Heidegger, then, art had a decisive role to play within the realm of experience and
by extension, the social, the economic, and ultimately, the political.
Benjamin was more enthralled with Marx than necessarily committed to his specific
ideology.15 Benjamin acknowledged Marx’s basic assumption that through the exploitation
of the proletariat (the wage earner/worker) the “conditions underlying capitalist production
[…] would create conditions which would make it possible to abolish capitalism itself”
(Illuminations 217). Benjamin addressed the dialectic between the superstructure (capitalism)
and the substructure (ordinary life or base in Marxist terms)16. I have linked Benjamin’s
superstructure/substructure dialectic to Fernand Braudel’s shadowy zone above and below
but it originates in Marx as base and superstructure. In Braudel, both zones are opaque,
invisible. So too for Benjamin. The superstructure, likened to capitalism as the ‘shadowy
zone’ of power above is hidden from the visible middle floor of the market, and could not
exist without the substructure, that ‘shadowy zone’ below, also invisible but where the
mechanisms of production occur. Benjamin goes on to emphasize that
the dialectic of these conditions of production is evident in the superstructure,
no less than in the economy. Theses defining the developmental tendencies of
art can therefore contribute to the political struggle in ways that would be a
mistake to underestimate. They neutralize a number of traditional concepts–
such as creativity and genius, eternal value and mystery–which used in a
controlled way allow factual material to be manipulated in the interests of
fascism. (The Work of Art 19-20)
Both zones, per se, are unseen, creating an absence of consciousness among non-participants.
In Marx, however, the superstructure can be likened to the episteme, the overarching or
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dominant ideological understanding of a time and place. Benjamin remarks that this
“dialectic is no less noticeable in the superstructure than in the economy” (218) (italics
mine). His description of the mechanical reproduction of the work of art explores the
principle of reproducibility, remarking that reproducibility lies in the necessity of the
“students in practicing their craft, by masters for diffusion of their works, and by third parties
in the pursuit of gain” (218). For Benjamin, time and speed are impacted by reproducibility
in film – and in particular cinema – “Since the eye perceives more swiftly than the hand can
draw, the process of pictorial reproduction was accelerated so enormously that it could keep
pace with speech” (219). Time and temporality are part of Benjamin’s considerations of the
reproduction of the work of art. Benjamin privileges speech as a method of communication,
swift, expressive and immediate, although he neglects to implicate speech with discourse,
unlike Foucault. Foucault interjects his notion of reproduction, in particular to discourse, as
he claims that “discourses are objects of appropriation” (Harari 148). Reproduction in
Foucault extended into the realm of discourse and textual strategies, where the sign plays a
specific role. The object/thing condition of a porcelain vase, plate or sculpture allows the
implication of the sign through its use significance. But even more telling is its capacity for
the overturning of prior assumptions by its conflation of use and exhibition value, or from a
Marxist perspective, use and exchange value. The aesthetic condition of the porcelain object,
fully fraught with its historical conditionality, has the capacity to emerge as a Thing,
emancipated from the fettered circumstances that prejudice its role as a particular kind of
object, part of life and as such, separate from art. Benjamin’s insight into the unfortunate
condition of tradition in film relates to that of ceramics. Benjamin’s study examines the
“nature of the repercussions that these two different manifestations – the reproduction of
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works of art and the art of the film – have had on art in its traditional form” (Benjamin
Illuminations 220). Porcelain is like film in that it is reproducible and inhabits the space of a
thing. It differs in its actuality as presence.
While Benjamin acknowledges the reproduction of the work of art lacks “presence in
space and time” he also acknowledges how that lack distorts its presence in the historicity of
its context. He leads us into a consideration of the origin of the work of art, like Heidegger,
but diverges from Heidegger’s implications. While Heidegger’s concern in questioning
technology is about the Thing and its relation to the broader subject, Benjamin’s concern
about the origin is related to its authenticity. He suggests that manual reproduction “was
usually branded as a forgery” and that the original remains separate, safe, apart from the
worldly interaction of the ground and as such, “reserves its authority” (Illuminations 220).
So, there is a confusion between the authority of the original work of art and the practice of
reproduction, both manual and mechanical. In the production of the porcelain object, there
needs to be maintained a strict propriety of material organization, not unlike that of the
darkroom of the photographer. As such, the porcelain workshop sustains a tantamount of
particular technical manifestations that separate it from ordinary clay. The idea and its
execution are essential associations, mediating the congruencies inherent in the final outcome
of the object itself. “The authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is transmissible from
its beginning, ranging from its substantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has
experienced” (Illuminations 221). Benjamin questions the authority of the object when it is
removed from the trajectory of history.
Benjamin’s critical inference in this essay is the assertion that the aura of the work of
art withers in the age of mechanical reproduction. I would add here that, in porcelain, there is
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an exercise of practice in reproducing, a production that stems from the practice of making,
and that this form of repetition evolves over time. Not unlike music, a quality increases as the
artist practices her craft. Making, in parallel to seeing and thinking, allows quality to develop.
Benjamin’s comments can be associated to porcelain and complicate notions of tradition and
thingness. Benjamin’s claim that “reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the
domain of tradition” (221), while specific to film and in particular cinema, has developed an
aura and provenance that had been preserved for painting and to some extent sculpture. Since
Benjamin opened this possibility in the artwork as a popular expression accessible to all
through reproduction, both the capacity for art everywhere for everyone has come to be a
simple part of a “renewal of mankind” (221). The renewal of mankind introduces a thread of
optimism into the whole notion of access to the aesthetic object.
The aura of the work of art is increased and associated with a rare and sacred quality
imbued in it by virtue of its authority through the originality of the artist (author) herself, and
by virtue of its acceptance into the canon. The artist’s acknowledged genius also plays a role
in the development of the aura, a quality that produces distance. “We define the aura … as a
unique phenomenon of a distance” (Benjamin, Illuminations 222). Nearness and farness play
important roles in the establishment of the notion of the artwork itself. If art is to be held
away from its social function and as such, its economic potential, then it remains in the realm
of the sacred, apart and to an extent, impotent to its power in the world. “The desire of
contemporary masses to bring things ‘closer’ specifically and humanly, which is just as
ardent as their bent toward overcoming the uniqueness of every reality by accepting its
reproduction” (223). Porcelain has the advantage of already being close, intimate in fact, in
the home of everyone, in cupboards as plates and cups, serving the role of the domestic in its
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function as holder of society. Traditional form emerges here as a part of the habit of being in
a stable society.
The ritual component of the work of art, “the earliest artworks originated in the
service of ritual – first the magical then the religious kind” (Benjamin, Illuminations 223),
encouraged the development of the auric quality of the work of art. Ritual, in the sense that
Benjamin refers, has a negative connotation, ritual serving an external authority that would
reduce the autonomy and agency of an individual in relation to the work of art. Benjamin
posits that “the existence of the work of art with reference to its aura is never entirely
separated from its ritual function” (224). As such, an artwork’s aura serves a ritual function,
one that is masked in magical or religious trappings and thus its origin and true meaning is
hidden. Its function is part of a separate aspect of human existence, one reserved for the
privileged and initiated only. But “mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from
its parasitical dependence on ritual” (224) and therefore frees the artwork to include the
social. For Benjamin in the mid 1930s, this meant that “instead of being based on ritual, it
begins to be based on another practice – politics” (224). As such, a tendency occurs, that
difficult and peculiar quality that Lukács refers to as he outlines those traits that would
promote a classist interpretation and proliferation of a way of extending or answering to art’s
primary function (AIT 413). Art’s inclination to mediate ritual can also include the extension
of its relation to a certain class and economic sector. “Two polar types (of art) stand out.
With one the accent is on the cult of value, with the other, the exhibition value of the work”
(Benjamin, Illuminations 224). If the economic value of the work of art can be embedded in
its origin, then the social and therefore the political potential of art becomes a promising
element of its production. This is a far cry from the disinterested artwork of Kant, and as
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such perhaps demonstrates the need for a new episteme altogether. When we act as if the
economic is not present or has no place in the creation of a work of art, then later exploitation
of the artwork and the artist by a third party is not only possible, it is inevitable. Artwork, and
in particular, porcelain as the primary material of specific artworks, can be likened to the
mechanical reproduction in Benjamin’s theses, both in terms of its accessibility to the
“masses” as he calls the social body, and as a device for reproduction.
The traditional ceramics of Hamada and Leach bring to mind the pure form inherent
in the theology of art that Benjamin cautions us against. The studio pottery resurrected by
this meeting of east and west possessed a reactionary position to the factory produced objects
of the 19th and 20th centuries. However, the artworks they created have a couple of qualities
that distinguish them from both the purely formal condition of art increasingly dominating
the 20th century, yet places them squarely in the camp of tradition-bound reproductions that
in fact prevent the free and autonomous expression of the artist whose work in clay might
advance the human condition. Their pottery furthered a traditional approach to making that is
bound in ritual. Certain parameters of making exist in the ceramics of this particular kind of
work – the connection with Asian antecedents as the true source of origin for ceramics
negates its connection to the artwork being produced with the concept in mind. In a global
community, the development of hybridity is inevitable in the process of making that
complicates a strict adherence to narrow rules and parameters based in a foreign culture.
Benjamin’s ideas about the auric nature of the original artwork, reproduction and its
relevance in the field of ceramics and porcelain in particular broaden and inform a wider
application of knowledge as it is discovered and disseminated.
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An artwork’s autonomy for Benjamin proved problematic and in fact separated its
ability to inform in a positive way rather than in an authoritarian manner that was being
promoted in Nazi Germany in the ’30s. “When the age of mechanical reproduction separated
art from its basis in cult, the semblance of its autonomy disappeared forever” (Benjamin,
Illuminations 226). To see behind the curtain, to expose those “phantasmagorias”, per se,
reveals a method for making that transcends the separateness of ritual and external forces that
prevents art from being part of a more intense expression of life and being. It is in this regard
that Benjamin would free art from its dependence on ritual and allow it to flow into the social
and political waters that current times demand. Benjamin’s notions about reproduction
connected to Deleuze’s concept of repetition, the advent of the post-modern. This linkage
will be further explored in chapter five in the work of Arlene Shechet.
3.12 The Aura, Kitsch and Creative Destruction
The final section of this chapter will explore how artists Lucie Rie and Lucio Fontana
extend the development of porcelain’s qualities as a modern art material. I chose Rie for her
quiet feminist transgression in the face of ceramic traditionalist Leach, and Fontana for his
divergent approach to ceramics and his antecedence to the Italian Arte Povera artists.
Additionally, Benjamin will continue to add thinking about the aura of the art object and
enables us to see how mechanical reproduction actually extends the reach of the art object.
Finally, Joseph Schumpeter’s ideas about the dynamics of the business cycle will be tied to
the aesthetic underpinnings being developed as we continue to pursue the aesthetic/economic
condition.
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Lucie Rie’s ceramics embody a modernist ethos that conflicted with the general Asian
inspired studio pottery advanced by Leach in Great Britain. As such, she stood somewhat
opposed to his authority and acted on her own accord to focus on developing a style that was
more representative of the individual artist working in the studio. Those efforts arose later in
her career, however, as her earlier studio work was engaged in the economic work of making
buttons and dinnerware in order to sustain it financially. The economic part of her work
contributed to the time necessary to develop a stronger sense of her aesthetic and as such,
allowed her a greater flowering, or bursting forth, to borrow from Heidegger, an ascent into
being that would reflect a more contemporary response to the aesthetic condition of the time
as opposed to a fettered obligation to tradition.
Rie’s formal training was in association with the Wiener Werkstätte of Vienna, a
Bauhaus like collective, also informed by French Art Nouveau and the Arts and Crafts
movements of Britain and the United States. The Werkstätte’s founder, Joseph Hoffman, was
a key figure in the Kunstgewerbeschule, where Rie studied ceramics. Rie developed a
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commitment to the potter’s wheel early on as a “long and productive relationship between
artist and machine” … modeling or hand-building methods being too imprecise, “the wheel,
a perfect machine that makes perfect pots” (Cooper 40). Adolf Loos and Hoffman were
colleagues and influential architects, designers and teachers in post world war one Vienna.
They were also at odds on many fronts. Their dialectical positions about the integration of
art, crafts, and design set up a rich and sometimes contentious atmosphere that a student like
Rie might be inspired by, as she developed a singular style later tested by the conservative
traditional approach growing in England under the auspices of Leach. Loos is credited with
an early objection to ‘vulgar ornamentation’ as an unnecessary and even unethical aspect of
manufacture. With regards to ornamentation, Loos wrote that “in economic respects it is a
crime, in that it leads to waste of human labor, money, and materials” (Loos 169). Hoffman,
on the other hand, “encouraged appropriate decoration particularly for the objects produced
at the Weiner Werkstätte” (Cooper 41). Lucie Rie’s background then, was modernist,
continental, and prepared to withstand the dialectical affront that would greet her in London
right before World War II. There she was accosted by “the all-pervasive conservative taste in
England among potters, critics and gallery/shop owners for more vernacular work …
epitomized in the work of Bernard Leach” (Cooper 107). Rie continued to work and effect
influence on the British scene for the next five decades. She attended the famous Potters and
Weavers Conference at Dartington Hall in 1950 with Leach, Hamada, Yanagi, and
Marguerite Wildenhain. Rie first met Leach in London in 1939, and in spite of a rocky start,
sustained a professional relationship with him that would last the rest of their lives. Rie
brought a steely precision to the practice of her profession, exercised in the confines of a
small, urban studio. Leach, whose philosophy was swept upon the waves of the romantic
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traditions of Morris and Ruskin, then also buoyed by the additional romanticization of the
Japanese folkcraft tradition promoted by Yanagi and Hamada, was quietly out paced by the
determined perseverance of Rie’s modernist aesthetic.

Lucio Fontana represents another part of the European Avant-garde, whose work in
ceramics and porcelain was material and economic in origin. Fontana’s importance as an
artist is embodied in his breaking the canvas, in his discovery of the hole and his interest in
spatiality. Fontana is quoted in an interview with Carla Lonzi in the 1960s saying that “my
discovery was the hole, period. And it wouldn’t matter if I died after this discovery…” (Hess
7). His relationship with ceramics and porcelain in particular serves an interesting
correspondence. Fontana first began working in clay in Argentina in the ’30s with Tullio
d’Albisola. He came into contact with a number of Italian futurists interested in ceramics
who were working at the d’Albisola studio (Gottshaller 14). A few years later, he was
“accepted by the Manufacture Nationale de Sèvres” (Whitfield 178) and set up shop in a
ceramics studio in Paris where he was prolific and successful. There, he met and had decisive
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discussions with Brancusi, who saw his work as antithetical to the smooth volumes he
sought. “I had tremendous arguments with Brancusi, who was a fully fledged genius by this
time whilst I was still a young man, and he said what I was doing was not sculpture. I said I
know, I agree, but I am not looking for volume” (Whitfield 22). Fontana’s aesthetic research
played with the dialectic between two and three dimensions, perhaps disarming Brancusi
whose commitment to three dimensions was complete.
In addition to his interventions in sculpture, he also sought to “distance himself from
the concerns of contemporary European gestural painting” (White 7). He opposed the notion
that the artist’s presence as author of the work was somehow prerequisite to its relevance.
Fontana said that “the artist must have the courage to stop idolizing himself, to stop seeing
himself as the center of the earth and all things” (White 9).17 In accord with the imperatives
found in Benjamin, Fontana saw art as beyond the individual genius of the studio and knew
that it had a power beyond the “outmoded, bourgeois and even aristocratic modes of private
pleasure and exclusive luxury … which were denigrated by modernist critiques of the
autonomous art object” (White 123). Benjamin also sought a rapport between producers and
writers illustrated by his commitment to “the demand to think, to reflect on his position in the
process of production […] the writers who matter […] provide the most factual foundation
for solidarity with the proletariat” (The Work of Art 91). Benjamin’s project involved a
vaccination to fascism, while encouraging the politicization of aesthetics, toward a deeper
democratic inclusiveness. Fontana’s ceramics contribute to the break down of the traditional
roles of production and with irreverence toward the material, confront the conventions of
porcelain and the aristocratic function of porcelain on the tablescape. For instance, Fontana’s
work Farfalle a fiori, 1936, wrenches “the precious dinner table tradition of decorative

183

porcelain … from its courtly delicacy” (White 102). For Fontana, the nature of Fascism and
the aristocratic function exist in a contingent network that requires transgressing.
Fontana extends the possibility of ceramics and porcelain into the realm of the avantgarde while concurrently repudiating the spectacle and self-congratulatory stance of an
emergent modernist position. He walked a fine line between kitsch and the avant-garde,
drawing attention to a ‘base materialism’18 neglected in the bleached out interiors and
architectonic works of modernist minimalists, resisting the rising hegemony of the blank
spaces left by the stark organizing aesthetic . His garish still lives and blobby, curdling,
decaying animals “were intended to bring a dash of irony to the bourgeois living room”
(White 114) as well as reminding us of the body’s central place in consciousness. The rising
modern architecture of the ‘20s and ‘30s neglected the role of the sensuous, eliminating
visual references to the decay inherent in daily life. Fontana’s ceramics, never romantic,
reintroduced the somatic necessity inherent in a broad stance that would invite participation
while maintaining a distinct skepticism toward that rare Schopenhauerian creature, the
artistic genius. Fontana’s decaying ceramics bring a physical form to the decaying aura
present in Benjamin’s bourgeois representation of l’art pour l’art.
Concurrent with the tumultuous doings within the art community, Joseph
Schumpeter’s (1883-1950) economic contribution interestingly corresponds to Fontana’s
ceramics as he articulates capitalism’s notion of “creative destruction” and the link between
history, tradition, and economic evolution. It is exciting to note the correspondences between
economics, aesthetics, and philosophy in an epoch or episteme, as there are strong
corollaries. While these corollaries may not be in fact influences or direct exposure, even,
they certainly can be considered as representing the atmosphere of intellectual production
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and the development of knowledge. As the argument toward a conflation of aesthetics and
economics progresses, Schumpeter provides fertile ground upon which to excavate and in
turn, to build.
Schumpeter19 continually challenged tradition as a strict method for building an
economy and as such suggested that “in fact, innovation implies a break in the traditional
way of proceeding: in other words, the barriers represented by the force of tradition should be
overcome in order to implement the innovative change, and such barriers are easier to
overcome the more widespread the change is within the economy. Thus innovations do not
constitute a regular flow over time, but appear grouped in ‘swarms’” (Roncaglia 426).
Tradition, change and flux are factors that Schumpeter addressed in regards to economics. In
Schumpeter’s book, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, 1942, he developed the thesis
that “capitalism will come to an end, that socialism is inevitable, and that it may turn out to
be compatible to democracy” (Niehans 449). That stand reveals ‘creative destruction’ as part
of his overall thesis about capitalism. Schumpeter derived this idea from Marx’s theory of
class struggle and revised it as the theory of innovation, entrepreneurism and the multiplicity
of the business cycle. Schumpeter’s hero is the entrepreneur, the creative source of
innovation and renewal of productive forces. Schumpeter’s descriptions of the business cycle
and of the energies necessary can be likened to the artist, for whom the start of a new thing is
the very definition of creativity. That an original idea is possible is the purview of art.
Roncaglia explains his thinking as such:
Development, by contrast, is characterized by change. The role of active agent
in the process of change is attributed to the producer, while consumers follows
passively and are ‘educated by him if necessary’ (Schumpeter 1912, p 65).
Having recalled that ‘to produce means to combine new materials and forces
within our reach’ (ibid.), Schumpeter notes that ‘Development in our sense is
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then defined by the carrying out of new combinations’ (ibid. 66), namely ‘the
introduction of a new good’, by ‘the introduction of a new method of
production’, by ‘the opening of a new market’, by ‘the conquest of a new
source of supply of raw materials or half manufactured goods’, and by ‘ the
carrying out of the new organization of any industry (424).

This thinking might be likened to the very gesture of Duchamp’s Fountain, a new method, a
new material, and a new process almost accidentally bursts forth in the context of a market,
that of the “art world” and becoming, by virtue of its very antithetical nature, a mark of a new
era. For Duchamp, this Dadaist gesture was destructive, in part, because the notion of art
itself was bogging down in traditions that held its true potential back from that of creative
evolution.
Schumpeter’s final work, The History of Economic Analysis, published
posthumously, possessed the “three fourths bent of Hegelian dialectics that (he) had
transferred from the Marxian class struggle to business cycles and now imposed on the
history of economics: scientific revolutions are supposed to merge into ‘classical situations’
which, after a while, set the stage for a new revolution” (Niehans 450). If the art of the time
is linked more directly to economics, in particular that of the porcelain examples already
stressed, then the affect of Duchamp’s Fountain, the impact of the tradition-bound Bernard
Leach, and the importance of Lucio Fontana’s explosive ceramic surfaces begin to have a
greater sense of recognition with the forces in play during the first half of the century. In
describing business cycles, Schumpeter’s theory may be summarized as follows:
Inventions and discoveries take place irregularly but continuously. Their
transformation into entrepreneurial innovations, however, occurs in distinct
waves. The reason is that the economic, social, and institutional environment
is resistant to change. A breakthrough can occur, therefore, only after a
considerable reservoir of new ideas has accumulated. Once a few
entrepreneurs have broken through, success is easier for others… it is clear
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that this is basically the Marxian mechanism of social dynamics, but
transferred from class struggles to business cycles (Niehans 448).

Resistance to change and social conventions are stubbornly caught in the predictable
acts of habit and tradition requiring “a considerable reservoir of new ideas”. The
contingent argument of aesthetic interventions and transgressions creating just such
reservoirs hold the promise of a renewal and even a resurgence of energy and a
revival of the creative potential of breakout and breakthrough ideas.
3.13 Conclusion

Toward my argument of an integrated aesthetic and economic accord, I have
continued to identify significant artists who worked in porcelain. Adelaide Robineau, underrecognized but quintessential in the quest for a porcelaneous explication of the conflation of
barriers inherent in an increasingly bifurcated world, was the consummate arts and crafts
practitioner, representing the achievement of smashing the gendered convention of a
celebrated artist and innovator in the field of ceramics and porcelain, elevating porcelain as
an art material. Menger and Marshall’s economic theories intersect with Bergson, relating
time and duration with a fusion of the theoretical and worldly. John Dewey’s pragmatism
interjects an amplified position of the artist in community, through education, emphasizing a
progressive tendency underlying the advancing aesthetic condition.
Marcel Duchamp’s incidental contribution to the porcelain material as art claim helps
cultivate a territory where multiplicity complicates convention. Keynes’ development of
macro-economic theory furthered a nearly Marxist agenda of world systems. The Bauhaus
and Gropius attempted to build a generation of artist/ workers, schooled in theory, design and
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form, but thwarted by the quickening of fascism. Heidegger’s important work on the Thing
helps further complicate and expand the potential of the art object and its extension into the
realm of the social. Walter Benjamin helps advance the broadening of aesthetic theory and
while this chapter focused on his theory of the aura and the authentic, we will look at the
Arcades Project in the next chapter for clues about the importance of an economic/aesthetic
accord. Leach, Hamada, and Yanagi, while expanding strongly the practice of studio pottery,
fall short by negating the potential of ceramics and porcelain as an art material.
Finally, Lucie Rie plays a modernist foil to Leach’s traditionalism. She advanced the
potential of porcelain as a link for design, art and small scale production. Lucio Fontana is
perhaps the truly break out artist for porcelain at this time, and the future of aesthetics in
general. A precursor of the Arte-Povera movement, Fontana’s embrace of kitsch and his role
in the avant-garde places him firmly in the terrain of what is to come. Joseph Schumpeter
leaves us with an apt legacy within the realm of economics with his hypothesis of creative
destruction, echoing Marx and Benjamin.
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Chapter 4
The Global Episteme:
Embeddedness, Postmodernism and Economies

Chapter three left off with Fontana’s ironic, bordering on kitsch ceramics, in keeping
with Schumpeter’s ‘creative destruction’, a factor of economic development. These two
events are linked not only in history but in a resonant moment of being that converges at a
time of increasingly volatile social conditions. This chapter builds from that premise, using
the global episteme as the moniker for an overarching effect of the growing impact of the
aesthetic within the economic. By the global episteme I mean the political climate of a
society that is deeply served by the inclusion of the aesthetic within the economic, and a new
representation, a new revelatory possibility increasingly emergent as old modes and tropes of
political economy unravel while we watch. The economic and philosophical positions
covered in chapter three, especially Keynes’s nearly Marxist position of the state as essential
interventionist and Schumpeter’s creative destruction intersect with Benjamin’s assertions
about the aura of the work of art is a remnant of an historic past that is quickly losing
relevance. The economic thread to be picked up in chapter four begins in 1945, with the
conference at Bretton Woods, over which Keynes presided. Chapter three introduced notions
of the developing role of education in the arts through the writings of John Dewey and in this
chapter, the discussion of education continues as the condition of the arts and crafts divide is
addressed through the arguments of Larry Shiner and Glenn Adamson. The segregation of art
and craft, of the materiality of clay in general and porcelain in particular, as an art material,
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per se, is a continuous struggle, one whose actuality is based more upon prejudice, customs
and assumptions as described in the previous chapter, to a degree advanced by the
traditionalists, Leach, Hamada and Yanagi.
Chapter four covers the years 1945-1990. It is broken up into three sections: section
one reviews the period between 1945 and 1960; section two, 1960-1980; and section three,
1980-1990. Porcelain’s role as an actor on the scene of what I am calling the post-modern
episteme is revealed as it evolves from a precious commodity to a ubiquitous material. Each
section contains artists working in porcelain, and their counterparts writing and developing
economic and philosophical ideas within the same time frame. As such, the epistemic quality
of the porcelain artists are contextualized within the realm of thinkers and economists
seeking the advance of thought and the social within the political sphere. This method allows
the situating of artists working in porcelain to find a commonality within the context of
history and to reveal the economic contingency of each artist’s condition.
Opening the first section of this chapter is the artist/designer Eva Zeisel, whose work
in porcelain contains several relevant threads, including the impulse toward community,
post-modernity and consumption. The economic backdrop for this section of the mid-20th
century includes the influential ideas of F. A. Hayek, in particular his project to recuperate
the notion of the economic liberal. I will discuss the Bretton Woods conference, focusing in
particular on how John Maynard Keynes’s influence as an economic force that asserts the
need for state planning and intervention, a foil to the liberal, individualist imperative in
Hayek, whose recuperation of the liberal policies of John Stuart Mill and the mid-nineteenth
century economics of nascent free market policies begin to effect legislation and the political
climate on Washington D.C. I will introduce the difference between economics and
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economies as the importance of locale and place reappears in an increasingly global society.
In relation to the step from economics to economies is a revision of the aesthetic in
community, conflating the origin of the work of art, its relation to and its function in
exchange. Porcelain helps demonstrate this move as it evolves from a rarified constituent to a
more inclusive material, suitable as an art substance, a design ideal, and accessible to the
individual artist/potter working in an autonomous studio. Porcelain, embodying history in its
materiality, evidences the shift toward greater economic autonomy for the artist as art and
exchange provide a vibrant platform for the unfolding of community.20 Marcel Mauss’s work
on the gift and the deepening of society in a more integrated form helps us develop the
aesthetic/economic condition that is central to my argument, that of an embedded economic
process that includes the aesthetic, the social, and enlivening. Mauss’ influence is felt in
George Bataille, whose work on political economy helps situate and transform economics to
economies and from an isolated form to a more general treatment.
Section two examines the development of ceramics in the arts in relation to education.
In particular, the art and craft divide are discussed as considered through the writings of
Shiner and Adamson. The origin of the M.F.A. and the examination of the first graduate
schools in the U.S. for ceramics situate porcelain within a quickly broadening horizon of
extended training for artists seeking to understand the complexity of the material, in order to
proceed equipped to work in the studio tradition or teach. Individual artists Beatrice Woods
and Otto and Gertrude Natzler will be examined as the California scene is explored. Peter
Voulkos’s influence is mentioned in particular as the first ceramics teacher at Otis in
southern California. World-systems theory according to Wallerstein returns us to notions of
the grand narrative and new historicism, as the increasingly unstable political and economic
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situation of the 1960s calls for a broadening of social theory. Economists E. F. Schumacher
and Milton Friedman provide dialectical material on which to build the argument for
increasing complexity, pluralism, and beauty in the realm of the aesthetic economy.
Deleuze’s notions of difference and repetition inform the philosophical condition of this
section, deepening an understanding of porcelain’s potential as the standard bearer for the
aesthetic economy.
The third section of this chapter helps conclude this period with a look at Ruth
Duckworth and Betty Woodman representing the modern/post-modern aesthetic alive in the
1980s. Frederic Jameson helps decode post-modernism as its hybridity explodes in an
increasingly complex world. Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party is examined and feminism and the
neglect of women in the art world system as well as its exacerbation of the separation of art
and craft is considered. Jeff Koons’ porcelain work from this time has received a lot of
attention from the art world system, and his use of irony represents the capitalist side of
porcelain as a luxury commodity, an aristocratic medium, and a paradoxical kitsch factor
piled onto an erotic pull. John Kenneth Galbraith provides a middle road approach to
economics, considering Keynesian economics and a more measured look at specific
contextual applications of economic theory.
4.1 Eva Zeisel: Mid-Century Modern Design
Eva Zeisel arrived in the United States from Europe in 1938, a time when industrial
design was a male-dominated profession. Strength and tenacity protected her vision in openly
hostile environments toward women at the helm of the design process in the early midcentury USA. Her singularity of vision allowed her to thrive and rise in spite of the difficult
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and complex aspects of traditional gender roles. Her strength was derived in part from a
strong early education and a trying period in a Soviet prison under the Stalin regime. She said
“I design in groups; I try to fit everything in a kind of family resemblance” (Kirkham 14).
These groupings might have been “rooted in (her) social democratic views of the relationship
of the individual to society” (Kirkham 14). As such, a political impulse, earlier marked by
universalizing force in an inclusive modern vs. Modernist leaning, speaks to the power of the
design object, created for daily use, and how that very design exists as a profound catalyst
toward a new way of being – perhaps, like in Benjamin, a renewal of humanity. Modernism,
as expressed in the early part of the twentieth century and revealed through the architecture
of the Bauhaus and its desire to include mediums and disciplines, embody a Marxist
utopianism that visualized a world united. Modernity as opposed to Modernism, was a
phenomenon that was a slow and arduous evolution, evolving since the enlightenment, begun
with the cogito of Descartes, and embracing a belief in evolution and progress that Marx saw
as culminating with a world of proletarian equality. Modernism, on the other hand, became a
stylistic intervention, a moment, per se, when the negation of arduous detail in architecture,
as articulated in Loos, and emphasizing the simple lines of an aesthetic heading toward
minimalism was in full swing. Modernism in the porcelain work of Eva Zeisel, was the
modernism of modernity, with a small ‘m’, optimistic, believing in progress, renewal,
healing and transformation, yet quirky and individuated. Modernism, with a capital ‘M’ was
more elite, specifically designed to erase the complex and indigenous qualities of the
particular in favor of the general, the universal and the international. Modernism may also be
seen as the celebration of the global village. Modernism, as such, is also the purview of

193

Habermas, whose position is discussed later on in this chapter in relation to Lyotard’s
postmodern assertions.
Zeisel’s optimism was a force that contributed to her survival in the internment camps
of Soviet Russia, and a quality that she continued to practice in her search for and efforts to
contribute to a progress she believed in. Her celebration of the everyday object, to the degree
that she designed inspired and sophisticated objects for use, embodied her optimism and
allowed her to send that consciousness into the world. “The optimism that underpinned much
of (Zeisel’s) thinking was rooted in the belief that with sufficient good will and rational
intelligence, the world would become a better place” (Kirkham 23). This point of view
corresponds to Modernism, whose close link to rationalism, social democracy, a belief in
progress and mass production makes Zeisel’s distance from it curious. Perhaps Zeisel
perceived a dogmatism and an overly doctrinaire position that, like strict communism, was
too much for her. While freedom was important to Zeisel, it was a freedom within ‘soul
contact’ and a love of the family and community that drove her. The overly regimented
approach present in a purely Modernist perspective was antithetical to her ideals.
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Zeisel worked as a designer at the Schramberger Majolika Fabrik (Schramberg)
ceramic factory in the Black Forest region of Germany during the years between the wars,
1928-1929. There was a strong organized labor movement afoot in Schramberg, with a great
deal of infighting between socialists and communists, “a factor that she, like many others,
thought seriously weakened the left and created a vacuum for Nazism” (Kirkham 24). It was
also at Schramberg that she developed her iterative approach to design. She would start with
a cutout on paper and then intercede in the process as the molds were being developed. “I
found the finesse and very much of the details you can’t realize on paper (alone)” (Young
12). Later, she eschewed computer generated designs, declaring they “will always be cold
and strange, not beautiful” (Young 12). She used drawings and cutouts to create designs that
were then transferred to the craftsmen who translated them into porcelain. Some of her
cutouts resemble those of later Matisse (see Fig. 6).
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After a two-year stint in Berlin in the early 1930s, Zeisel moved to Russia and
became the artistic director of the China and Glass industry there. In 1932, she worked for a
time at “the Artistic Laboratory at the famous Lomonosov Porcelain Factory (formerly the
Imperial Porcelain Factory) in Leningrad” (Kirkham 27). It was there that that she began her
work designing in porcelain. Young writes that “She was now advancing her skills using
porcelain, a particularly treacherous material” (14). Porcelain is a challenging material to
work with, always posing a cascading effect of problems, between the forming processes, the
drying and finally the firing operation. Zeisel explained that “earthenware keeps its form,
because it isn’t fired at a very high temperature… porcelain gets soft and close to melting
when it is fired, so it is much harder to manipulate” (Young 14). While Zeisel learned more
about how to work with porcelain, Russia was undergoing massive upheavals in its quest for
rapid modernization through industrialization and collectivism. Zeisel’s role there initially
was to help advance the ceramic industry, but the whim and paranoia of Stalin led to her
imprisonment. Millions were imprisoned during the ‘30s in Stalinist Russia, partly due to the
too quick and forced industrialization of a primarily agricultural country. She spent sixteen
months in prison and feared daily that she would be put to death (Young 15)21. She was
finally released, and after a time in Vienna, left for England, then the United States in 1938,
where she spent the rest of her life.
At a lecture in 1942 at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, Zeisel stated
that “craftwork could become an important influence on mass production, with the industrial
designer bridging the gulf between the two” (Kirkham 33). Zeisel’s unabashed enthusiasm
for design is certainly a testament to her survival in spite of the harrowing time spent in a
Russian prison, a tumultuous period during the burgeoning modern condition in the east.
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Zeisel participated in a program of discussions at the Museum of Modern Art in the ’50s
where she “stood aside from those who took the position advocated by Adolf Loos… that
ornament represented a lack of civilization” (Kirkham 33). Zeisel’s design’s can hardly be
considered ornamental, per se, but she was enthralled with the arabesque and the curved edge
that is her trademark.
Zeisel was part of a cohort of designers working in the US that included Ray and
Charles Eames, Eero Saarinen, and Russell Wright, whose aesthetic can be linked to the
biomorphic abstraction that was coming from European artists like Hans Arp, Henry Moore,
and Juan Miró. Biomorphism and Humanistic Modernism (Kirkham 34) were terms
associated with these artists and designers toward the mid-century mark, describing traits that
the architect Alvar Aalto “called the ‘human quality’. (Zeisel), with her emphasis on ‘soul
contact’ with users, raised the bar in terms of affectivity of objects more than any other
designer” (Kirkham 34). Zeisel was part of a movement that would come to be known as
“mid-century modern (with a small m) design” (Kirkham 34). Mid-century modernism,
emerging after the second world war, was a softer and more approachable form of design
than the purely Modern design of the earlier part of the century, termed Modernism and seen
in its full view at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. Taking into account the end
users’ real pleasure in handling these design objects, ceramics, furniture and architecture, the
evolution of design at this time also possessed a more playful quality than the cold,
calculated forms of their predecessors. Zeisel considered the practice of modernism with a
small ‘m’ part of a “wider aesthetic history” and helped establish a post-modern condition
emergent in the aftermath of the nineteenth century churn of the industrial revolution.
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Additionally, an increasing interest in craft traditions, in particular in ceramics and
pottery, found their way into the production processes of the industrial setting. “The growing
crafts revival … brought a greater understanding of the interconnectedness and coexistence
of craft and industrial production within modern economies” (Kirkham 37). Again, the end of
two world wars established an era of relative peace that allowed a deepening of content, of
concern for how things were made, where they were made and what they looked like, to enter
the vernacular.
Zeisel sustained a commitment to mass production and urban life, often at odds with
many potters who moved to the country to make pots in the ’60s and ’70s. As an object
maker, Zeisel’s “focus (was) trained on the particular and the individual rather than the
abstract, the general or the theoretical” (38). She sought to make the end user happy with her
work. She was genuinely interested in the response her work would have on the particular
home of end users and as such, imbued her work with the comfort it would exert to handle
and a playfulness that set it apart from the perfunctory dishes and tableware of her
competitors. Classic modernists, like Walter Gropius and the Bauhaus, De Stijl in Holland
and Corbusier “took a rationalist approach, advocating new materials, new technologies and
industrial mass production … to produce objects for the ‘Machine Age’” (Young 11). Like
Adolf Loos, they rejected ornamentation and rejected history as a resource for inspiration.
Zeisel rejected the anti-historicist approach and viewed design as an open ended affair, one
that ought to satisfy the wants and needs of a manifold public. Zeisel “sought ‘soul contact’
with users and found Modernism too patronizing and didactic … its narrow definitions of
‘good design’ radically limited variety and choice” (11). Zeisel’s approach to design had
more to do with an independent and creative spirit that sought to satisfy personal whims and
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fancies while insinuating those effervescences into the commodity stream of objects for daily
use. She sought to “go beyond applying rationalism to the task at hand and evoke a more
psychological and aesthetic dimension of design” (Young 11). Hers was a generous practice.
One that included a sensitivity to domestic needs and desires.
“Playfulness, whimsy and humor as well as a more humanistic approach to design
objects and users” (Young 12) link Zeisel to a post-modern or even proto-typical of postmodernism, breaking the rules of Modernism while remaining modern. She was an
antecedent to the post-modern period that burst forth in the 1970s and 1980s. Her pioneering
spirit was bolstered by an optimism that expressed itself in porcelain and broadened the very
nature of the design potential for the material. Although her designs were mass produced,
there was extensive finishing by hand. In spite of Zeisel’s early training in painting and the
very real aspects of potting, her eventual work as a designer precluded her specific hand in
the porcelain she imagined. The necessity of the hand in porcelain production is a constant
part of its fabrication and Zeisel was not only aware of this aspect of its manufacture, she
embraced the hybrid nature of its composition.
4.2 The Road to Serfdom
While Zeisel served time in prison in Russia before immigrating to the United States,
the economist F. A. Hayek was active as a writer and theorist. He was part the Austrian
school, a student of Ludwig von Mises, whose work was to ‘correct’ the public view of
liberalism, in the economic realm. In Hayek’s classic work, The Road to Serfdom, he refers
to the liberalism in the nineteenth century and after the French revolution (as discussed in
chapter two), esteeming Adam Smith, de Tocqueville and J. S. Mill, all stemming from a
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liberal tradition. Smith, and classical economics itself, developed under the guise of
liberalism. Hayek would lay aside Marx or perhaps more accurately Marxism, and decry the
followers of a Marxist ideology as collectivist. Collectivism, for Hayek, had been
demonstrated in disastrous form through the central planning of Stalin in Russia and also by
Hitler. It represented the Road to Serfdom because it deters freedom as a fundamental
principle of human opportunity and the autonomy of the individual. It is important to
consider the time that Hayek’s classic book was written. Published in 1944, it was part of a
long shift from the goals of the New Deal of F.D.R. toward a renewal of faith in the freedom
of the individual threatened by the conflagrations of two world wars. The Bretton Woods
Summit was also held in 1944, the same year as Hayek’s book publication, and John
Maynard Keynes was the key figure in that historic conference. The three-week convention
held in New Hampshire toward the end of world war two sought to resolve economic policy
missteps that led to World War Two and aided in ushering in The Golden Age of Capitalism.
1944, a year before the end of the war, was a pivotal turning in economic thinking, as
Hayek’s ideas slowly crept into consciousness and Breton Woods spawned the International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank, the real cohering of a world system and a global
banking consortium.
As I discussed in chapter two, laissez-faire economic policies originated with the
briefly influential Physiocrats, whose failure was encumbered by their commitment to an
agricultural reliance for the development of wealth. They did, however, offer the notion of a
free-market, which was then further developed by the liberals of the nineteenth century.
Coming out of utilitarianism and Adam Smith, liberal economic thinkers, especially J.S.
Mill, posited that freedom and autonomy were necessary elements in a society that wished to
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develop within the lines of healthy exchange and market conditions. An unfettered market
condition, to these nineteenth century economists, was part of the road to wealth. The term
liberal has taken on so many meanings over the years that a profound confusion has arisen.
For this section, we will sustain a use of the term that includes economic liberals and begin to
trace the origins of economic thinking that have contributed to the development of neoliberalism.
In the introduction to The Road to Serfdom, Milton Friedman observes that since the
mid- fifties, there was an ongoing “battle between collectivism and individualism” (xii) that
extended for another fifty years after the publication of Hayek’s influential book and actually
continues to be a representative idea in the political and economic realm today. Hayek further
developed the role and definition of the concept of liberal itself as tethered to economics, and
therefore political economy. Linking these ideas to aesthetics requires a recuperation of the
notion of beauty and ethics in the tradition of Kant. For Kant, beauty, as mentioned in
chapter two, is “the symbol of morality” (178) and the deeper complexity of liberty links
itself to beauty in Kant as a moral imperative. Hayek’s thesis of free market economics
denies its capacity to include the aesthetic as a pluralistic component of economic theory,
perhaps due to a rather brutal (or vulgar in Marxist terms) assumption that privileges the
individual over the community. The division of labor, as first described in Smith, has led to
great advances in myriad disciplines and is revealed in Modernity, but as an absolute
condition negates the very essence of beauty as is immanent in a good and basic life.
In opposition to Hayek, Marxist scholar Raymond Williams refers to Ruskin’s ideas
about wholeness, and the art and life movements that emerged from much of his thinking,
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which paved the way for socialism, but also for an organic development of society in contrast
to Hayek’s accusations of central planning.
It is perhaps true that the ideas of an 'organic’ society are an essential
preparation for socialist theory, and for the more general attention to a 'whole
way of life’, in opposition to theories which consistently reduce social to
individual questions, and which support legislation of an individualist as
opposed to a collectivist land. (R. Williams 150)
While Williams goes on to negate the socialist bent of Ruskin, he stresses the very notion of
organic development that emerged in English thinking in the nineteenth century as opposed
to a laissez-faire society bereft of interrelation and interdependence that was necessary in
order for truly organic growth to occur. The laissez-faire condition of free markets invariably
ends up leading to force and coercion while the exercise of power ironically inclines
conditions on behalf of the ‘free individual’ who has amassed the most money asserting his
rights. While Hayek’s objections to state interventions stem from examples of the central
planning that had been underway in Russia and Germany in the aftermath of World War One,
he did not, however, include the New Deal policies of F.D.R. in his critique of government
controlled economic conditions, policies that in fact helped alleviate the disastrous conditions
of the depression in the United States.
Hayek was younger than Keynes and respected his work, especially The Economic
Consequences of the Peace, a critique of the Versailles agreement that left Germany
suffering what Keynes considered running the “risk of completing the ruin which Germany
began” (Keynes 2). Keynes noted that while he concurred surprisingly with Hayek on a great
many points in his book, he disagreed with the blanket statement that economic planning
would inevitably lead to totalitarianism as seen in the economic systems employed by
Churchill and FDR vs. Stalin and Hitler. (Nasar 391). The effect of the Bretton Woods
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Conference was a pivotal point in economic history that resulted in the founding of both the
International Monetary Fund and the World Bank. Almost in direct opposition to Hayek’s
thesis, it was an intense planning session that encompassed a global community. Examples of
central planning to an extent, and on a grand scale, these two institutions have survived to the
present day and continue to hold sway over issues of international monetary policy.
Hayek’s advocacy held a strong middle of the road perspective. He was in favor of
decentralization and as such recommended local communities determine the way their
economic policies would win out. However, Hayek discredits “the possibilities of social
collaboration” claiming that, unlike nature, it leads to totalitarianism and “the destruction of
our civilization and a certain block to future progress” (225). Keynes clearly disagreed with
this assessment and as such F.D.R.’s New Deal evidenced an approach to economic recovery
that included heavy government spending and broad planning. Bretton Woods, as an attempt
to change the trajectory of a world on fire, laid the groundwork for broader international
collaboration and a working system that helped stave off the worst remnants after the war.
The post-war years proved optimistic in the west, if grim behind the iron curtain.
The 1930s was the decade of communism. Hollywood and many literary aficionados
and intellectuals embraced Marxist ideologies as Modern utopias seemed plausible. By the
1950s, however, after Hayek’s book had found a foothold in the popular consciousness, the
Red Scare was in full swing. The McCarthy era ushered in the hearings of the House of UnAmerican Activities and the Soviet Union had become an enemy of our way of life. Midcentury modernism, sort of a bridge between high Modernism and post-modernism,
represented a moderated form of modernism, evidenced in the porcelain of Zeisel. While the
grand economic policies described seem a far cry from Zeisel’s playful tableware, her very
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history was far more closely linked. Her uncles, Michael and Karl Polanyi, were both
engaged in some of the most relevant conversations of the day. Karl Polanyi, author of the
Great Transformation, (see chapter three) was a regular at her mother’s salons in Vienna.
Zeisel grew up with a host of gifted scholars discussing current events and theoretical
alternatives in her home. Her 18 months in a Soviet prison may have blunted her enthusiasm
for communism per se, but she maintained her optimism for community and family, as
evidenced in her playful ceramic designs. Upon her move to the US, she was able to
reengage in the development of her aesthetic in porcelain and participate in the development
and insinuation of sophisticated mid-century modern forms into the homes of an increasingly
consumer driven public. Industrial design, as practiced by Zeisel, was a relatively new way
of disseminating a lot of things produced for public consumption and began to blur the lines
between art, design, commerce and craft. While Zeisel’s work as a designer did not include
the individuated work of the studio potter, it did embrace the collaborative potential for
working in industry, with master craftspeople and exploiting sophisticated technology to
manufacture her innovative designs.
4.3 Toward a General Economy
Georges Bataille’s book about political economy, the Accursed Share, helps shape a
broader view of economics, one that includes the aesthetic. Bataille considers the notion of
‘ritual’ in less negative terms than in Benjamin, examining the importance and binding nature
of ritual in tribal peoples outlined in Mauss’s seminal work, The Gift. Together these two
works establish a broadening and a deepening of some basic assumptions about economies,
traditions, and the way that exchange operates in the world and in communities. Mauss
describes the practice of potlatch in several indigenous communities including the Native
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Americans of the northwest United States.
We propose to call this form the ‘potlatch’, as moreover, do American authors
using the Chinook term, which has become part of the everyday language of
Whites and Indians from Vancouver to Alaska. The word potlatch essentially
means ‘to feed’, ‘to consume’. These tribes, which are very rich, and live on
the islands, or on the coast, or in the area between the Rocky Mountains and
the coast, spend the winter in a continual festival of feasts, fairs, and markets,
which also constitute the solemn assembly of the tribe (Mauss 6).
In these tribal conditions where access to the broader global community is limited, systems
of potlatch, which contain the profound notion of the gift, deepen relations through sacrifice.
Mauss posits that “a gift that does nothing to enhance solidarity is a contradiction” (vii).
Solidarity in this case, is a strengthening of community, a willingness to share wealth as a
form of mobilizing power and establishing hierarchies.
In direct contrast to Hayek, whose classical economic system exists almost in a
vacuum, the form of economic exchange, involving production AND consumption, potlatch
represents a more general form of economic engagement, one that Bataille explores in his
work. “Changing from the perspectives of restrictive economy to those of general economy
actually accomplishes a Copernican transformation: a reversal of thinking – and of ethics”
(Bataille 25). Bataille considers the question of economy as one of a far broader concern, one
that includes the social component and therefore of a more general sense. Bataille’s economy
includes the extravagant nature of excess, “neither psychology nor, in general, philosophy
can be considered free of this primary question of economy. Even what may be said of art, of
literature, of poetry has an essential connection with the movement I study: that of excess
energy, translated into the effervescence of life” (10). Bataille transitions our discussion of
economics to that of the economy itself, a thing that exists as an underpinning, the base in
Marx and the ‘floor below’ in Braudel, to serve and support the actual nature of human
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being. Aesthetics is part of this nature and as such, imparts a sense of the beautiful into the
very nexus of being. The example of porcelain as medium and carrier of economic processes
(especially of the household) provides a rich foundation upon which to build a practice of
daily ritual, elevating meals to that of both a sacred enterprise and aesthetic experience.
Pacing, deliberation and consciousness are possible enhancements of a table under
consideration as backdrop for the importance of the people at that table, their sustenance and
the care inherent in the meal to be taken. Bataille’s description of excess relates to the natural
extension of that which exists; meaning that in the natural world and in tribal society excess
is part of the normal condition of the richness fundamental to those societies in which
hoarding is not part of life, but consumption revels as the excess is present in abundance. In
western culture, modernized, privatized and industrialized, excess has become wealth.
Bataille’s ‘visions of excess’ stems from the notion of energy and includes wealth as part of
that excess.
The living organism, in a situation determined by the play of energy on the
surface of the globe, ordinarily receives more energy than is necessary for
maintaining life; the excess energy (wealth) can be used for the growth of a
system (e.g., an organism); if the system can no longer grow, or if the excess
cannot be completely absorbed in its growth, it must necessarily be lost
without profit; it must be spent, willingly or not, gloriously or catastrophically
(21).
Ritual and sacrifice exist in tandem, forming part of the rule of law in tribal and traditional
cultures. Violence too enters the field on a number of fronts, from the ritual sacrifice of a
victim to the extreme expression of excess through the instrument of war. “The works in
question only aim at continuance. They only predetermine the limits of the festival (whose
renewal is ensured by their fecundity, which has its source in the festival itself). But the
community is saved from ruination. The victim is given over to violence” (Bataille 59). For
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Bataille, ritual is linked to the base, whereas in Benjamin, ritual represents the elevation of a
work of art for that of an ideological purpose, part of the superstructure.
Bataille and Mauss both bring the concept of the liberal into question, a concept that
was born in the British philosophy of John Locke and came to represent notions of freedom,
autonomy and independence. However, as in the case of an isolation of economic concerns,
the absolute priority of the individual negates the power of a developing community. As
such, the growth of human population, interaction and coalition comes into direct conflict
without a broadening of economies to include cultural definitions and constructs.
4.4 The ’60s and Postmodernism
The nineteen-sixties were a volatile decade. A bloated generation had been born in
the post world war two years, who came to be known as the baby boomers. A period of brisk
prosperity was unparalleled in history and was bolstered by a combination of capitalism and
government planning. Critics of both systems of economic organization often miss the
inherent importance of this hybridity, markets benefitting from certain restraints and meta
planning tempered by the desires and popularity of certain commodities. The volatility of the
decade was fueled by a new generation pouring into universities and being educated in
unprecedented numbers. These children of returning war veterans were accompanied by a
productive capacity that had been built in the aftermath of the production necessary for the
war effort, and there to generate the flow of goods to come after. Universities were the fertile
ground upon which much of the “world revolution of 1968” (Wallerstein 16) occurred.
Ceramics provides some material evidence of the volatility of the times, reflecting a history
in particular in Southern California.

207

In this section I will explore the evolution and significance of education and art, and
how ceramics became a prominent art material in the art scene emerging from Otis
University in Los Angeles. In addition, the college at Alfred State was developing an
important school for ceramic education. Part of this development is indicated in Glenn
Adamson and Larry Shiner. The art and craft distinction is considered in this section as
ceramics has been mired in tradition and is inclined to the fetters imposed by modernity’s
increasing tendency toward specialization. Individual artists referred to in this section include
Beatrice Wood, Peter Voulkos and Gertrude and Otto Natzler.
Connecting trends in in the nineteen-sixties in ceramics and economics are
demonstrated by an introduction to the thinking of Milton Friedman and E.F. Schumacher.
While both communicate a complex of economic ideas, their message seems at odds, but
upon scrutiny also contains marked similarities. Systems analysis provides a precursory look
at broad historical movements, and allows the emergence of new historicism. Finally,
Deleuze’s Difference and Repetition provides a deeper philosophical framework for
considering this collage of influences and effects as post-modernism becomes the dominant
ideological order of the time.
4.5 Education: The Art and Craft Divide
Education and the development of the arts as a more serious professional subject
emerged after the second World War. The first Masters of Fine Arts were commencing coast
to coast, with a couple of notable programs whose strength lay in their ceramic curriculum.
Alfred Sate University and Otis College of Art in Southern California in particular had
excellent teachers and facilities to build a ceramics major within the arts departments.
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Including ceramics in the curriculum allowed a confluence of factors to be included in the
fine arts component of the BFA and MFA degrees. Ideas around art and craft as separate
disciplines became more and more pronounced, in spite of a denial of distinction for many
practitioners. Ceramics is a demanding material, and porcelain is the most difficult ceramic
material to master. As such, ceramic students had to spend a long time developing the skill
possible to then create objects. In many schools, those objects were assumed to be pots. For
others, ceramics or simply clay, was just another material to make art with. The art and craft
debate became more contentious as art schools and art departments in universities hired
experts in each discipline and for some, created a solid divide. Material specialization was
necessary for practitioners to achieve enough mastery to make clear and coherent bodies of
work, but specialization itself creates problems in other areas.
While the art and craft divide has been addressed by some scholars, it is not an easy
or very well traveled territory. There are vast differences of opinion and the subject remains
inconclusive if highly subjective. Heidegger provides some insight with his study of the
‘thing’, as discussed in chapter three, but here I will consider briefly the work of Glenn
Adamson, Larry Shiner and Arthur Danto. Art and craft, taken as isolated practices, reveal
certain negations that are linked to hierarchical and class distinctions associated with
prestige, economics, and work. Additionally, advances in industrialization and the increasing
specialization inherent in modernity contribute to the difficulty that has emerged in the
segregation of art and craft. While these distinctions are useful for understanding
contemporary thinking about difference, it is through the actual educational process that
certain ideological impulses are imposed. Each thinker posits their research and develops
theories based on established categories and perceived shifts in development in order to
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reveal an original approach to the subject. However, continued critique and deconstruction
allow a deepening of understanding within the condition of the debate. Simultaneously,
increased complexity due to the granularity of the examination can also lead to increasing
confusion and multiple points of view, disagreement and the necessity to establish camps of
specific ideological congruence. Heteronomy and the multiplicity are active in a post-modern
condition, part of the picture in the art and craft conversation.
Adamson argues that “craft itself is a modern invention” (xiii). According to this
conceit, craft emerged in the interstices created by advanced industrialization. Adamson
writes that craft became part of the vernacular, “as industry’s opposite number or ‘other’”
(xiii). As the notion of craft emerged in reaction to industry, it became an end in itself,
beginning in the 19th century and developed during the arts and crafts movements as
discussed in chapter two. However, the arts and crafts movements actually sought to
recuperate the notion of art as craft and vice versa. Theirs was an art and life continuum that
sought the broadening of definitions, not the narrows that modernity was creating. The 20th
century ushered in a deepening of the divide. Adamson observes this phenomenon as late as
1945 (xiv), and emphasizes the post war period as a particularly intense time of separation.
Specialization due to modern needs for experts and the incipient educational conditions
created greater distinctions between the two concepts. Enframing techne or technique as a
definitive category, segregated from art as concept, established a separate area of expertise
and limiting the filed of craft, per se, allows Art to climb into higher levels of disconnection.
Craft, as such, became a specific form of aesthetic expression and fell victim to an
increasingly enframed and isolating areas of specialization that the professionalism of
modernity demanded.
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Adamson observes that the overarching thinking about “craft is [that it is]
fundamentally antithetical to the process of modernization” (xv). He goes on to point out
how the separation of the handmade from the industrially produced commodity in fact
created the category of craft as a separate entity, an ideological differentiation. As such, the
specialization and fragmentation of modernity is in fact responsible for the category of craft
to emerge as separate from the category of art. The framing of certain activities whose
categorization and practice resemble ‘work’ or labor, become ensnared in this newly
identified category described as craft. The unfortunate outcome is that this way of defining
methods strips away complex interrelationships that are present in aesthetics and art. In this
respect, there is an opportunity to revise and perhaps even restore the framing of activities by
the framing of being itself, and through that action, to live toward energetic and enlarged
existence. Making itself is at question in this particular argument, as the specific form of the
Other that Adamson reviews, in contrast to that of the industrially produced object. However,
origins, originality and authorship become far more nuanced in a realm where the handmade
is rampant. In an industrial setting, the objects made are circumscribed to a specific design
with consumer analysis and the market at the heart of production. For the individual
craftsperson, this is not necessarily the case. Therefore, aesthetic freedom exists in the
artist/craftsmen studio and is absent in industry, with the exception, to a degree, being that of
the designers. Adamson’s argument expands and enhances Shiner’s idea about craft as a
category of creative production stemming from a linguistic turn, Adamson inserting the
social contingent of alterity in his use of industry’s ‘Other’.
In contrast to Adamson, Larry Shiner explores the origin of art vs. craft as a general
shift in the usage of terms, art and craft. This distinction is present in Kant, as mentioned in
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chapter one, and Shiner posits that the category of art represents an effort to establish and
protect the ongoing pursuit of prestige represented by the elevation of certain work as art,
work that requires separation in order to survive. The elevated quality of art establishes the
refined taste of the connoisseur and collector. Shiner discusses the “modern system of art …
as an autonomous realm” (13) that was fully developed in the nineteenth century and it is in
this autonomous realm that the aura of the original work of art in Benjamin exists. Art, as
such, was framed by its being art, in and of itself, l‘art pour l’art, as opposed to the
perception of a useful object, such as a porcelain vase for flowers, or the functional piece of
furniture, and overall, the integrated trappings of living, like porcelain dishes on the table, or
any of the myriad components of daily life in a private home. Shiner is working to establish
art itself as a finite category of human practice while Adamson seeks to further identify the
growing schism of doing and making as “craft” in relation to industry.
Shiner references Arthur Danto’s After the End of Art (1997), which posits that the
aesthetic itself is a “contingent view arising in the eighteenth century” (15) as an extension of
imitation. This view, which is particular to Danto’s essentialist perspective, refers back to
Plato and the artist’s ostracization from the Republic as a mere mimeticist. Danto’s classical
approach also refers to Hegel’s position as his ‘end of art’ might actually create space for the
pluralism necessary to take this whole subject beyond its contentious current. According to
Shiner, Danto’s historical “scenario is this: art and craft are eternally separate” yet people
“treated fine art as a higher form of imitation … separating it from crafts in terms of the
aesthetic” (16). Shiner attempts to further Danto’s claim against the end of art, rather hoping
there is a new system of art that poses “a questions that is both possible and urgent to an
extent” (16).
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The advent of academic professional training programs in Universities and art schools
contributed to a congealing of ideologies about art and craft. The economic boom years of
the nineteen-fifties and sixties opened up options for artists as art programs in universities
offered the M.F.A. as the terminal degree that professed the highest standards of excellence
and prepared the aspiring student to teach. 22 Graduates in the fine arts are sent into the world
equipped to teach but lacking the requisite training to run independent studios, a difficulty
that expresses itself in the core theoretical teachings of fine arts. The art/craft divide sets up
an adversarial relationship between conception and process that has undermined the very
necessary relationship of the artist to the community, the ‘real world’ as Lucy Lippard refers
to revealing work in a world outside the realm of the gallery and museum.
Part of the problem stems from the very arguments regarding art and craft that
underline threats to the system itself. There are three primary concerns that impact the
dilemma. First is the growing abundance of qualified artists who are prepared to teach but
who are confronted by the limited number of jobs based on the tenure tradition. This growth
of artists educated to be artists in an abstract condition of “artist” in a capitalist society means
that either the artist has to get a job as a teacher in one of these institutions or become a
viable professional in a world prepared to embrace the notion of artist itself. In order to keep
up with demand, there has been a proliferation of institutions and art schools, both to
accommodate the growing corps of art professors but also the increasing numbers of students
under the impression there may be jobs at the end of their education: a double edged sword.
As we debate the very notion of artist, we are confronted by the problems of genius and of
the exclusionary order of art itself. The second problem is the bifurcating impulse that is part
of modernity negating the condition of art in the world. The training of artists to teach, on the
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one hand, leaves a very limited arena for an artist to operate as a professional. In order to
resolve what I would call a crisis in arts education and in the arts we need to establish the
development of artists with a broader mandate, one that includes a theoretical inclusion of
commerce, exchange and markets within the philosophical and critical discourse of the arts
education. The third problem, the one that contains within it the central position of my thesis,
is the preparation of the artist for an independent role in the world through the development
of skills necessary for the establishment of a studio. Additionally, these artists can contribute
to the building of cooperative studios and cultivate the necessary business skills to run an
operation that has the potential to be self-supporting. These activities inevitably lead to a
greater contribution to local economic development in surrounding communities where
artists settle.
Modernism, as such, and the increased role of specialization exacerbates a growing
fracture of social conditions that rely on enframed and isolated areas of focus. In art, this
takes the form of the arts and craft debate, and by extension the isolation of the artist from
the craftsman. Crafts have been reliably embraced as remunerative enterprises and part of the
allergy of art to craft stems from a sense of superiority of the purely aesthetic ‘function’ of
art, again, l’art pour l’art, or an art for art’s sake that prioritizes the purely formal and
distinguishes use from play. Recognizably a sub-genre of a broader category of art, the
purely formal approach to art making has lost a degree of favor toward the end of the 20th
century. The autonomous art object championed by Adorno, for instance, was born of
desperate times whose goal was to bend art to political ends as a means of emphasizing the
moral certitude of the fascist system in power in the ’30s and ’40s Germany. The act of
commodification itself can provoke distain in the artist and the art connoisseur, while the

214

very necessity of commodification allows the artist to participate in the world without having
to rely on teaching alone as the only option to remaining a professional within the art making
condition. This position was part of the foundational period of the development of the arts
educational system during the nineteen-sixties and seventies and it is gradually giving way to
a more realistic approach in the contemporary art system. However, remnants of what can be
considered a conservative consciousness remain in certain parts of the art educational
community.
4.6 California
The idea of an art and craft divide arrived late on the west coast of the United States
and ceramics as an art material played an important role in the evolution of its potential
within the aesthetic realm. Peter Voulkos was an instrumental player in the shift, securing a
teaching position at Otis College of Art in Los Angeles in 1954. California was unfettered by
the overbearing traditions inherent in European porcelain factories and the folk art that Leach
and Hamada (chapter three) presented to the fledgling potteries in the West groping for a
history, yet able to create from a tabula rasa a new way of working in clay. In fact, Voulkos
met Hamada and Leach at Archie Bray in Montana before his encounter at Black Mountain
and subsequent teaching position at Otis.
Voulkos returned to the west coast after some time at the Black Mountain School in
North Carolina, an early artists’ colony that absorbed some of the teachers ousted from the
Bauhaus during the rise of the Third Reich. Black Mountain contained part of the diaspora of
the European avant-garde that had been displaced by the fascist expansion in Germany. Josef
and Annie Albers were among the first teachers there, coming on the heels of their time at the
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Bauhaus. Black Mountain was established along the lines of John Dewey’s practical
approach to teaching that possessed a democratic pragmatism, a philosophy that could be
likened to that of the Bauhaus. From that environment, Voulkos returned to California and
founded the ceramics department at Otis. Voulkos’s influence on the ceramic movement
afoot in southern California extended well into the twentieth century and is still alive today.
However, it is Beatrice Wood who brought another layer of aesthetic caveat to play in the
development of ceramics as an art form.
Wood was a colleague and student of Marcel Duchamp’s, credited with penning the
manifesto of the infamous Fountain of R. Mutt for the magazine the Blindman (Wood 31), as
discussed in chapter three. She moved to California in 1928 and began a rudimentary study
of ceramics first with the austere Glen Lukens followed by an apprenticeship with the
modernists Gertrude and Otto Natzler. The Natzler’s followed a strict division of labor:
Gertrude creating forms on the wheel and Otto focused on the task of developing glaze
formula. Their glazes had a profound affect on Wood, who responded to the dry, volcanic
nature, similar to Lucie Rie’s textural experiments, of their surfaces to such a degree that the
relationship was cut short due to a sense that Wood was stealing their ideas. Her work
contained an element of those influences for the rest her long career. Additionally, Wood
cultivated the lusterware she valued and that went against the grain of all of the more earthen
tones more typical of studio potteries proliferating in the post war period. Potters like
Marguerite Wildenhain (chapter three) were committed to a ‘truth to nature’ approach, which
Wood ignored. Her early years among the New York avant-garde, in particular her
relationship with Marcel Duchamp, prepared her for a singular journey toward an alternative
future, one that went against the grain of more traditional practitioners. Voulkos is said to
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have commented that “there was only one artist in clay (on the West Coast) and that was
Beatrice Wood” (Longhauser 24).
Wood’s contribution may in part be due to her longevity and her gender. Women
continued to lag as viable and equal participants in the art world system whose legitimization
imbues importance and facilitates the dissemination of the ideas of particular artists.
Ceramics and porcelain production were available domains to women seeking an
independent way to participate in the aesthetic realm with a power and potency partly
because of its commercial viability. Voulkos’s acknowledgement of Wood is an important
harbinger, a crack in the territory of the traditional gender-based nature of art and ceramics in
particular that was reinvented in the heady days of the nineteen-sixties in California.

4.7 World-Systems Analysis and New Historicism
The sixties were a tumultuous time, a ‘world revolution’ in 1968, according to Immanuel
Wallerstein. World-systems analysis emerged around this time, in advance of new historical
practices that would start to influence scholarship and thinking about history in the next
decade. World-systems analysis gleefully embraces an alternative approach to the grand
narrative and new historicism expand and extend notions of history and studies of individual
disciplines into linked mediations negating the isolated tendencies towards fractured
specialization inherent in classical modernist views. Art has a way of contributing to this
dissemination as it has the capacity to transgress boundaries, its very nature being that which
defies categorization. Ceramics was part of the revolutionary days of the late nineteen-sixties,
emanating previously indistinguishable capabilities from the rest of the art world or art world
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system, as Shiner calls it, broadening and bleeding into the realm of art. But, artists working
in ceramics also grapple with its powerful role in traditional expressions that would continue
to dog it unto this day.
World-systems analysis became a field of study in the nineteen-seventies, examining
education, economics, social theory and new historicism in an attempt to clarify issues
converging out of an increasingly tumultuous global expansion of capital and culture.
Wallerstein identifies “the social reality we are living in as a world-system” (x). He reviews
the development of education in general, observing the separation of disciplines in the
nineteenth century as science and philosophy, the study of art particularized in the realm of
philosophical studies. As such, science and art began their bifurcated relationship as an
extension of modernity. In the examination of the role of economics and art in an attempt to
reorient the fracture between the two, it is clear that as separated areas of study, economics’
claim to its position as a science began its distancing from its role in the humanities.
“Education in the nineteenth century became divided between philosophy and science, a
division of labor tentatively agreed upon by the institutionalization of the two cultures”
(Wallerstein 3). The study of “social reality”, however, was abandoned until the French
Revolution that allowed the state of political change as constant and “sovereignty – (as) the
right of the state to make autonomous decisions within its realm – did not belong to the
monarch but to the ‘people’, who alone could legitimate a realm” (Wallerstein 4). According
to Wallerstein, this marks the start of the social sciences as a separate field of study. He
posits that liberal ideology became dominant after the French Revolution, and that
“modernity was defined by the differentiation of three social spheres: the market, the state,
and civil society” (6). He refers to the Annales School of historiography (see chapter one)
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and that it “emphasized the economic and social underpinning” of historical development.
After the war, the Annales school under Fernand Braudel came to penetrate the
“historiographical scene in France and therefore in many parts of the world”. Braudel
considered “Structural time (long lasting but not eternal) … and the cyclical processes within
structures (or medium run trends, such as the expansion and contractions of the world
economy)” (15). Including deeper and everyday circumstances of economic reality within the
sphere of history reveals important data regarding social interactions (see section one of this
chapter, Mauss and Bataille). Braudel also insisted “on the multiplicity of social times and
emphasized structural times (what he called the longue durée) the duration of a particular
historical system, became central to world-systems analysis. Generalizations about the
functioning of such a system avoided the assertion of timeless, eternal truths” (Wallerstein
18). Modernity introduced the efficiency of specialization and the division of labor. As
specialists became more and more focused on their areas of expertise, an inability to
understand linkages impeded the understanding or even attention to longer term affects,
synergy and possible benefits of such an approach to study. Braudel’s understanding of the
importance of a capacity for a generalized ability to project knowledge, stemming from a
grasp of history in its fullest iterative function, would begin to allow ways of dealing with
emergent stress caused by the sudden shifts in global development and political fractures.
The distinction and specialization of economics from the social have imparted a fracturing of
conditions that introduce destabilizing features of culture that are expanding exponentially as
global concerns come to the fore in an ever shrinking world. “The modern world-system” …
takes the form of a “world economy… and the world economy is a capitalist world
economy” (Wallerstein 17).
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The entire liberal position became central as a component part of the notion of
progress. According to Wallerstein, “the enlightenment theory of progress, then, which
informed both classical liberal thought and classical Marxist thought” became a skeptical
position for world-systems analysts, progress became a “possibility, not a certainty” (18). As
such, it was crucial that ideological theses continue to be advanced and scrupled, progress
itself a revolutionary trend. Wallerstein describes three groups of politically engaged peoples
that emerged out of the French Revolution. Conservative and liberal, with the radical
category developing after the world revolution of 1848. His claim is that the liberal centrist
dominated the world system and therefore capitalist expansion for a century and a half. In
fact, Wallerstein posits that the liberal centrist position dominated the capitalist world-system
in the “developed” world until 1968, the year the second great world revolution occurred.
Wallerstein describes an ideology as a “coherent strategy in the social arena” (60) and that
“ideologies were born in the wake of the French Revolution” (61) as concepts of political
change became normal and “that of citizen who was ultimately responsible for such change”
(60). Wallerstein points out that Edmund Burke was the author of basic conservative texts
and describes those views as reactionary “to what seemed to them (the conservative thinkers)
dangerous radical interventions in the basic structure of social order” (61). The conservative
view was rooted in a fundamental pessimism, skeptical of “man’s moral capacity” and “the
fundamental optimism of the French Revolutionaries” (61). Conservatism, as such, becomes
the default systems when the liberal, progressive system is undermined by fear of change, by
an overreaching form of inclusion and by the blurring of boundaries that can occur as modern
systems of specialization begin to break down. “Conservatives and therefore counter
revolutionaries, (are) reactionaries” (Wallerstein 61).
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It was the world revolution of 1848, according to Wallerstein, that gave rise to the
third arm of the politically engaged citizen, the radical form of political figure. Marx’s
critique of capital and the rise of the proletariat laborer as a power based on citizenship in
contrast to the pre-French revolutionary subjecthood allowed for an increasing voice of the
worker in a world that had hitherto been suppressed, silenced and under erasure. Wallerstein
posits that “the ‘world revolution’ of 1848 transformed the ideological panorama from one
with two ideological constituents, conservatives and liberals to that of three – conservatives
on the right, liberals in the center and radicals on the left” (64). This direction achieved
another point of definition, that of the world revolution of 1968. “The cultural shock of 1968
unhinged the automatic dominance of the liberal center, which had prevailed in the worldsystem since the prior world revolution of 1848” (85). 1968 therefore forms a pivotal year in
the examination of capitalism, social being and political reform. Deleuze and Guattari
published Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia four years later in 1972, the start of
their project to deconstruct the psychoanalytic nature of capitalism and its relationship to
schizophrenia. In Chapter five I review in greater depth the work of Deleuze and Guattari in
relation to the porcelain work of Louise Bourgeois and psychoanalysis.
4.8 Counter Culture
Counter-culture became an important driving force in the west in the nineteen-sixties
and seventies, and economic alternatives were finding purchase in a variety of places and
experimenting with myriad applications. Leading the charge with writings and talks was E. F.
Schumacher, a British economist and former coal statistician. Schumacher’s ideas about
economics extended beyond the Marxist view of labor and production and included
imperative writs pertaining to the environment. His primary concerns were related to peace
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and environmental permanence; sustainability in contemporary parlance. Schumacher was
also concerned about right livelihood and spiritual development. He saw the human condition
as part of the larger environment that included nature and his classic tome, Small is Beautiful,
became a beacon for seekers of alternative culture and a more human way of being in the
world. Environmental concerns and a broad cultural mandate gave Schumacher the key
points he needed to outline a course of action that privileged local economies, organic
farming on a moderate scale, cottage industry and what he referred to as intermediate
technology. His ideas were mostly aimed at the developing world, but they might also be
retrofitted into the sophisticated first world as part of a re-ruralization engendered to create a
symbiotic coupling with urban centers.

4.9 Left and Right: Friedman and Schumacher
Like Hayek, economist Milton Friedman advocated a free market approach to
economics. He wrote and spoke extensively for almost thirty years, publicly as well as at the
University of Chicago as one of the most prominent members of that faculty and was
awarded the Nobel prize in economics in 1976. Friedman’s theories originated in opposition
to John Maynard Keynes (chapter 3) in particular to the handling of events leading up to the
great depression of the 1930s. Friedman blamed the Federal Reserve for the crisis, while Paul
Krugman points out that Friedman’s cries for less government intervention contradict the
blame attributed to the Fed for not intervening more aggressively (NY Review of Books, Feb
15, 2007). Friedman popularized his economic theories after their development, explaining
that when the Keynesian policies of big government enacted by the new deal and the like
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failed, there would be this newer approach that could be “picked up”. In fact, Friedman’s
policies were a continuance of the liberal theories of Hayek and the Austrian school before
him, dating back to the nineteenth century. Along with Hayek, Friedman advocated a
deregulated business environment, one free of what he saw as onerous government
intervention. His economic position was even more independent than Hayek’s, for whom
central planning was problematic. Friedman actively advocated against all forms of
government intervention, laying the responsibility of the economy and by the same token, all
things, soundly at the feet of the “market” and by extension, the consumer. In Capitalism and
Freedom, he lists fourteen “activities currently undertaken by government in the U.S” which
he claims “cannot be justified” (35) according to his principles, namely freedom in the form
of economic liberalism. His famous list, in addition to the abolition of conscription, includes
eliminating minimum wages and the deregulation of all industries, including transportation,
banking and social security, to name a few.
Also like Hayek’s Road to Serfdom discussed in section one, Capitalism and
Freedom outlines the contours of an economic policy (or lack thereof) of the liberal state, but
Friedman’s assertions are even more radical than Hayek’s. He writes in reaction to “the role
of government … exploding under the influence of initial welfare state and Keynesian
views” (vii). Friedman’s position creates a dialectic with the government interventionist role
of F.D.R., the new deal, and also, as an extreme opposite, the Leninist/Marxist communism
practiced in the Soviet Union during the cold war. Soviet communism involved central
planning to an extreme, and it was this form of political economy that Hayek railed against
and the left-leaning economics of the post depression era that Friedman sought to undo.
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In contrast, Schumacher’s economics appeals to a more humanist nature and he is
especially prescient about the environmental problems that an unbridled economy would
produce. In addition, Schumacher recommends a decentralized form of planning relying on
local government and organization to decide with a certain amount of autonomy the needs
and nature of expenditure necessary in a place. Friedman, whose position seems in complete
opposition to Schumacher’s, actually concurs on the point of decentralization. He posits that
“government power must be dispersed” so that “the preservation of freedom is the protective
reason for limiting and decentralizing power” (3). Friedman seeks a revival of liberalism in
the classic sense, and writes that, “originally, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the
intellectual movement that went under the name of liberalism emphasized freedom as the
ultimate goal and the individual as the ultimate entity in society” (5). He goes on to claim
that “the nineteenth-century liberal favored political decentralization” (6), a position, as
mentioned, congruent with Schumacher.
However, the differences between Friedman and Schumacher far outweigh their
similarities. Friedman advocates self-interest, and claims this quality is the foundation of
freedom. He would lay the burden of charity at the feet of the wealthy, who in turn are the
main beneficiaries of the capitalist system. Market economies, free trade and by extension,
neoliberalism, attach ideas of democracy to the market. The “market” as such, is the
representative of the consumer, who votes for goods and services by purchase, that is, by
spending. The spending nature of a given populace then reflects its desires and business
ought to serve that desire. In Friedman, this quality is described as laissez-faire and
accomplishes the desired effect of individual liberty (201). Yet, he maintains that “the
consistent liberal is not an anarchist” (34). At the time of their writing, Hayek and
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Friedman’s work (1944 and 1962, respectively) were cries in the dark. The Keynesians
continued to hold sway, a leftist thrust in government maintaining sympathy and support.
However, the volatility of the 1960s opened the floodgates of chaos that eventually led to a
full embrace of what we now recognize as neoliberalism.
During the nineteen-sixties and seventies and into the present, however, the slower
forces of economic development continue to exert a more grounded and perhaps sustainable
or generative economic condition, one that will be further developed in chapter five. That
economic practice is inspired in the work of E. F. Schumacher. Schumacher’s views on
economics set up certain dialectical approaches to Hayek and Friedman, but also share some
common ground. As mentioned above, decentralization was a common element in the
economic views of all three economists, although Schumacher’s decentralized thinking
includes the community. In fact, he championed a more relational expression of economics in
light of the larger neighborhood. In contrast, Friedman’s neoliberal position precludes the
community as self interest is prioritized. Schumacher’s ideas originated from Eastern
thought, and in his essay titled Buddhist Economics, stressed the middle-way, an approach to
economic thinking that emphasized smaller scaled enterprises. Schumacher was concerned
that strictly economic thinking negated the social, that “the judgment of economics is an
extremely fragmentary judgment” (45). As a life-long Marxist, he was also concerned with
the social conditions that were a result of economic processes, methods and systems as they
were put into practice. Schumacher’s work included the establishment of the Intermediate
Technology Group, an organization whose origins were “primarily concerned with giving
technical assistance to the Third World”, but whose research results ended up “attracting
increasing attention from those who are concerned about the future of rich societies” (169).
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Today, the term ‘appropriate technology’ is used, but its meaning remains basically the same.
Small scale and decentralized production is very much part of the potter’s studio. In the
developed world, the ceramic production of an individual potter or a collective pottery has a
very different potential than that of developing nations. However, in an advanced capitalist
society, the idea of appropriate technology takes on a whole new meaning. For the artist
using porcelain, small kilns run by computer are the standard in a studio set up to produce
wares for sale. An electric wheel, pug mill for reclaiming and mixing clay, and various
grinders, drills and other small mechanical pieces of equipment are useful additions to the
artist’s tool kit. Schumacher’s analysis included the Swadeshi movement of India, a
Gandhian initiative that focused on the production of khadi, a homespun cotton cloth that
transgressed the British cotton cloth woven in Manchester and forcibly imported in India as a
means of increasing British income, an exploitative use of colonial force at the heart of the
British dominance of India from the turn of the eighteenth century until her independence in
1947. Swadeshi, or Swaraj (self-rule) was the condition of self-reliant production that was
the cornerstone of Gandhi’s economic policy. The movement was successful in liberating
India from its British colonial masters, but the long-term effects were less than successful.
After Gandhi’s death in 1948, Nehru instituted a system of licensure (license raj) that
stemmed from a Soviet style central planning intended to promote self-sufficiency, although
it failed in the long run. “The unintended results were a shackled economy. Poor economic
growth resulted because the economy was stifled by licensing, socialist red tape, excessive
bureaucracy and regulation (“the license Raj”)” (Lawani). India’s failure to thrive under
Nehru’s policies did not slow the new left, the hippies, and the back to the land movement as
they coalesced into a powerful alternative expression of new economies in the United States.
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The developed world and in the United States in particular were able to experiment with
these kinds of ways of living as global fuel lines were cut off in the early nineteen-seventies,
inspiring and perhaps forcing alternative economic options in experimental conditions.
The economic dialectic inherent in the “liberal” vs. “social” argument has led to
functioning economies that have played out and are in need of renewal, renovation, and
restricting. The “liberal” position of Hayek and Freidman manifested itself in the neoliberal
politics of Reagan and Thatcher. These positions ultimately underpinned a conservative
position that allows wealth to pool unrestrained into a small number of bodies. The wealth
creation asserted by Milton Friedman included a monetary policy that increases the money in
circulation incrementally. However, the “free market” conditions that mange the monetary
resources have led to a concentration of wealth unprecedented in history. The wealthy in the
world today represent a tiny percentage of the population. The struggles of the bottom 99% or even the bottom 80%, are more difficult than ever. Hegemonic government organizations
that become ever more homogenizing are no longer effective in the organizing and managing
of flows of wealth. The economic condition of communities is our opportunity for the
creative entrepreneur to innovate and maintain conditions on the ground that increase flows
of currency and spread prosperity throughout populations.
The role of a Federated government such as the Washington political machine is
primarily legislative. What Schumacher and Friedman both agree upon is the notion of
decentralization. The “art world” or art system, as Shiner calls it, now resembles a Federated
unity, with some single art works holding value in the millions of dollars, while others cannot
even find markets or buyers. How can a concept like decentralization impact the role of art in
society? Schumacher’s essay Buddhist Economics suggest an economic condition that
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embodies the principle “do no harm”. This particular condition has yet to find its way into
the most robust economy in the world, that of the United States. The United States economy
continues to operate within the condition of neoliberalism, and attempts at protest seem to
have little impact. The anti-globalization rally in Seattle in 1999 and occupy Wall Street
movements are just two examples of of general protest again the perception of injustice in
our current economic condition. Capitalism itself, the condition of ever acquiring wealth, is
becoming a perilous method and ideological system for structuring communities and
businesses. Friedman’s dedication to the autonomous individual unfettered by any limits
whatsoever requires a deep look, and a deeper reflection if there is to be an alternative or a
natural environment for the human condition itself.
The aesthetic, marginalized by the Federal government as evidenced by a shrinking
NEA, and by the general ostracization of the artist, shades of Plato from the Republic, may in
fact hold the key to reform. Beauty and the sublime, core principles of the aesthetic, are
treated as add-ons, extras in education, not as central conditions. Architecture, when given a
central role, can elevate a city or town, and a degree of planning can also benefit a common
wealth. Uniqueness of specific locales enhance identity and the creative community is
essential in stressing and articulating individuated qualities in said locales. Deleuze helps to
recognize the sometimes habituated notion of repetition and difference as identity is
expressed; consciously or unconsciously.
4.10 Deleuze and the Critique of Identity
“The first repetition is repetition of the Same, explained by the identity of the concept
or representation; the second includes difference, and includes itself in the alterity of the
Idea, in the heterogeneity of an ‘a-presentation’” (Deleuze 24). Deleuze’s analysis of
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difference in relation to repetition and the concept critiques identity, as such, by examining
the relationship between repetition and the nature of difference. He argues that repetition
does not secure an identical expression, but that difference is inherent in repetition. Within
the context of ceramic production, repetition is a well-known component of the process of
production. Additionally, habit is part of repetition but can be related to intention. “Habit
never gives rise to time repetition: sometime the action changes and is perfected while the
intention remains constant; sometimes the action remains the same in different contexts and
with different intentions” (Deleuze 5). Habit and repetition leads to a sometimes unconscious
deepening of behaviors and assumptions that can perpetuate inequalities, mistakes, and
general destructive overtures. In art, this can be catastrophic or it can be liberating. History
often reveals one or the other. Deleuze’s understanding of difference exposes “the
oscillations of representation with regard to an always dominant identity” (264), and as such
emphasizes a sort of cultural override, one based in the traditional. Or perhaps repetition
itself gives rise to a habituated representation of identity, one that continues as part of a
whole that has a history but lacks autonomy and consciousness. This lack of autonomy belies
the will, a lack of the very energy and direction of an independent and unfettered effort
inclined toward progress. Deleuze describes Plato’s allergy to representation, mimesis, and
suggests that “resemblance is internal” but stems from “a moral motivation … (that) the will
to eliminate simulacra or phantasms has no motivation apart from the moral” (265).
Additionally, he writes that “history progresses not by negation but by deciding problems and
affirming differences” (268). Deleuze here is calling out Hegel and qualifying his yearning
for an affirmation, not a negation as moral imperative. “Being is full positivity and pure
affirmation, and that there is (non)-being which is the being of the problematic… not the
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being of the negative” (Deleuze 269). That difference might in fact provide a mediation of
schism, a relational link between distinct iterative moments within the phenomenological,
provides an affirming process indeed.
Deleuze proposes to constitute difference as a “harmonious form”, to understand
difference as the thing responsible for alterity, for the formation of the other, and to view
difference as a propitious opportunity to “relate determination to other determinations
…within the coherent medium of an organized representation” (29). Difference, as tempered
by repetition, is not necessarily created by repetition. However, alterity and otherness is
created by the development of difference, by the founding of categories and the genera of
specificity ripe within the science of nature. In the aesthetic realm, he refers to Kant’s
judgement and the autonomous subject as identity forms being. The Aristotelean “concept of
Being is not collective, like a genus in relation to its species, but only distributive and
hierarchical: it has no content in itself, only a content in proportion to the formally different
terms of which it is predicated” (Deleuze 33). As Being is distributive and hierarchical, it can
exist only in relation to the Other.
As an early voice of the postmodern, Deleuze’s contribution seeks to analyze and
further Foucault’s understanding of resemblance as he deconstructs difference as it “is
‘mediated’ to the extent that it is subjected to the fourfold root of identity, opposition,
analogy and resemblance” (Deleuze 29). Therefore, Deleuze threads this line of thinking
from Foucault and established the ground upon which Jameson and Lyotard build their ideas
about postmodernity and the shift of identity. It is fitting that the sculptor Ruth Duckworth
enters this line of thinking. She embodies the identity of the sculptor, not through repetition
but through the embrace of difference, by way of the rejection of her national identity as a
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German, by virtue of her chosen medium with which to work – porcelain – and her embrace
of a biomorphic sculptural approach.
4.11

Materiality, Plasticity and Identity
Duckworth’s immigration to London from Germany during World War Two to

escape the Nazis, a move like that of her colleague, Lucie Rie (see chapter three) establishes
the start of a shifting identity for her that would carry over into her chosen medium of artistic
expression: porcelain. Rie and Duckworth connected in London and Rie encouraged
Duckworth to pursue ceramics as a material to work with. In contrast to Rie, however, her
approach to clay was more particularly from the point of view of a sculptor. Clay was a
radical choice of material at the time, disdained specifically by sculptor Henry Moore. 23But
Duckworth knew that she could do what she liked in ceramics and so continued to use her
material with a singular sense of what she sought to accomplish. At this time, there existed a
rigid hierarchy of art, one that did not accept ceramics as an art material (Trapp). Habit and
repetition exist within hierarchies of aesthetic production, in ceramics and in porcelain.
Repetition imposes a rigid standard of representation and the act of creativity is in fact stifled
by the authorities of aesthetic judgement. In the case of Duckworth, these limiting judgments
are foisted upon the trajectory of her potential as conditions supposedly inherent in the
expression of art exclude the use clay and porcelain. The artist explodes that mythology in
the act of making, through the practice of her craft and trade and expands the vernacular and
ultimately the canon of art and its historic representation. Duckworth struggled to find an
appropriate educational atmosphere that would support and nurture her interest in ceramics
and especially porcelain, in order to build sculpture. The British art scene after the war was a
rigid system of painters and sculptors, in line with a modernist view of ‘high art’, practiced
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by mostly men and certainly not inclusive of female artists whose ambition was to work in
clay. Rie’s experience with Leach illustrates even the hesitance for women in the pottery
world, much less sculpture. Barbara Hepworth was a rare exception within the British
sculpture tradition. In spite of slow and difficult beginnings, Duckworth’s acclaim began in
England, but it was in Chicago that her career took off in earnest. 24By the mid-nineteen
sixties she dedicated herself totally to clay. For Duckworth, the making was where discovery
occurred. As a sculptor, she ignored the traditional pottery of Bernard Leach and his
followers, reveling instead in the abstract form and more psychological and expressive nature
of sculpture. However, her early work shares an approach “with the abstract expressionistic
ceramics produced by Peter Voulkos and the Otis group of Los Angeles a decade earlier”
(Lauria 85). While not directly affiliated with the west coast artists, she sought the unique
potential of clay as an art material, a development traceable to the west coast moment.
Duckworth chose to work in porcelain and stoneware, using the special qualities of porcelain
as she developed a vocabulary and multiple series emphasizing a sensual, sometimes sexual
expression of the body. Her work differed from “Voulkos’s muscular, masculine, and
aggressive …sculptures” evolving “the mama-pots: … forms that celebrated the soft folds,
undulating shapes, and spherical volumes associated with the female body” (Lauria 85).
Deleuze suggests that the complex and unanticipated
'echoes, reflections, traces, prismatic deformations, perspective, thresholds, folds' are
prehensions that somehow anticipate psychic life. The vector of prehension moves
from the world to the subject, from the prehended datum to the prehending one […];
thus the data of a prehension are public elements, while the subject is the intimate or
private element that expresses immediacy, individuality, and novelty (Deleuze Fold
88).
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These folds, traces and ‘prismatic deformations' are the speculative articulation of the event
of a refreshed becoming, that is in the unexpected use of porcelain in the hands of the
sculptor.
However, Duckworth is a classically modernist sculptor, in the tradition of Brancusi,
Moore, Noguchi, and Hepworth, gifted at ferreting out the essence of form from historically
and natural sources of inspiration. Her work possesses both the heroic qualities of great
sculpture but by virtue of her sensitive touch and the nature of clay itself, an ambiguity that
instills delight – the prehension of what becomes possible, the making of that which had to
been before. Her work in porcelain was met with resistance by other artists and teachers, as
the focus of a single material was demanded in the ceramic vernacular. Additionally,
Duckworth worked simultaneously in stoneware, a far more forgiving material for larger
scale works. Sculpture, on the other, could be produced from a variety of material and was
unbounded by a dedication to a single material. This proved part of the resistance to ceramics
as an art material in the 20th century, another example of the specialization of modernism.
Duckworth said of porcelain, “it wants to lie down, you want it to stand up … but there was
no other material that so effectively communicates both fragility and strength” (46). It is this
tension that Duckworth was able to encompass, and her persistence in working in the
material established her as an important yet under-recognized sculptor.
Duckworth’s place in history can be linked to the postmodern in her transgressive
nature to go against the grain of the accepted male hierarchy of both the accepted role for
women as artists and for her resistance to the traditional methods insisted by the likes of the
pottery world. Duckworth did much to resituate ceramics within a more broadly defined
realm, expanding the vernacular of sculpture to include ceramics and to continue to work in
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porcelain in ways that demonstrate its power as a sculptural material. Women’s contribution
to the expansion of the use of porcelain in art is significant and the stealth with which the
influence is felt bears note.
4.12

Post-modernism
Duckworth’s transgressive porcelain sculpture segues into Frederic Jameson’s post-

modernism, deconstructing the meta-narrative and forcing the question of historicism’s
relevance and even possibility. As the novel and transgressive thinking process of the 1970s,
and ’80s, postmodernism’s approach to a pluralistic and manifold rejection of prevailing
assumptions sets up, not a method really, but “a set of critical, strategic and rhetorical
practices employing concepts such as difference, repetition, the trace, the simulacrum, and
hyperreality to destabilize other concepts such as presence, identity, historical progress,
epistemic certainty, and the univocity of meaning” (1 Aylesworth). These complex and
myriad approaches applied to the realm of the given reveal an extreme ambiguity of thought
that negates universal truth, attempting to identify reality within the local. Modernism’s
pursuit of a universalizing impulse stems from a Hegelian absolutism. However, the crisis of
universalism reveals itself in the ever increasing pluralism that occurs in the ruptures present
in revolutions, environmental crisis and the pressure from vast migrations of human
population as well as global travel. Peoples from various cultures with differing rituals and
clashing traditions settling into living situations within communities, in the US and in
Europe, as well as elsewhere, caused and continue to create abrupt shifts in perception for
those relocating as well as the community (hopefully) welcoming the ‘stranger’.
Postmodernism presents a way of thinking, a system of logic, or perhaps simply an extension
and critique of myriad assumptions that we rely on in our daily activities and opens the
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discourse within community as an open ended affair, as opposed to one that can be
completed. Habermas saw modernity as a thing worth working on. He had a disdain for the
postmodern, for the critique of the metanarrative, that which Lyotard sought to eliminate in a
pluralism of multiplicity. For Habermas, modernism was an ‘incomplete project’, a worthy
effort in need of more latitude.
Lyotard defines the current ‘postmodern’ age as ‘incredulity toward metanarratives,’
by which he means the inability of our intellectual heritage to make sense of our
present circumstances. In a similar vein, Habermas declares ‘the paradigm of the
philosophy of consciousness is exhausted’ and urges a shift to ‘the paradigm of mutual
understanding’. (Poster 568)

Habermas saw the future as one where modernism in its pure form, that of a unifying
language of mutual benefit, was the way to go. Postmodernism implores the question.
Heidegger opened the realm of the question as a method of inquiry that the postmoderns then
oozes through. And it is more of an ooze than a rush, as the work underpinning the
postmodern lexicon is slow and difficult. But, the result can end up an onslaught. “We could
agree with Lyotard that we need no more metanarratives, but with Habermas that we need
less dryness” (Rorty 41). These two philosophers provide the two sides of this particular
argument, Habermas on the side of a grand narrative, a modern colossus that would serve
humanity in spite of its homogenizing propensity, Lyotard a champion for the complex, the
myriad and manifold. But this condition, from a distinct origin in Kant, sees that “social
purposes are served, just as Habermas says, by finding beautiful ways of harmonizing
interests, rather than sublime ways of detaching oneself from others' interests” (Rorty 43).
Rorty calls out the postmoderns, in particular Foucault and Lyotard, as relying too heavily on
a disinterested position, which is also suspiciously Kantian.
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Instead of the modern approach to history and the narrative itself as a form of
continuity and progress, as we have seen in the historicism of Braudel, postmodernism makes
us aware of distraction, as Benjamin might put it. Jameson posits that “the postmodern looks
for breaks, for events rather than new worlds” (ix). Furthermore, according to Jameson, the
postmodern condition is a dystopian vision of reality post-nature, a fully human world,
dictated by human wants and needs, “culture, as such, becoming a sort of ‘second nature’”
(ix). Jameson is concerned that we have lost all coherence, that there is no longer a system of
or even an age, that we are buried under the access and desire to consume within the extreme
commodification of our reality, perhaps in the reification of our social beingness.
Postmodernism, as a system of thought, and as such, its own negation of such systems,
creates an impossible circularity, trying to grapple with the increasing “modification of
capitalism – the new global division of labor” (xiv) as a distinct and ever increasing schism
between the actual and the virtual.
Part of the notion of the metanarrative or grand narrative, as Braudel called it, the
stories about stories that we have told ourselves since the origin of language, is the notion of
Utopia. Thomas Moore’s classic literary tale of an island of perfect balance evokes an
ongoing philosophical puzzle that continues to inspire an optimism that is in constant need of
renewal. Bloch wrote of the ‘utopic function’ and the singularity inherent in the utopic
project as the perfect mirror for modernism. The discontinuity that has emerged in a rapidly
shifting global horizon begs a philosophy that can feed and nourish the potential for the
continuity necessary for a healing, healthy imprint of human-beingness, inclusive of the wild
and natural imperative that requires a continuance of consciousness. “The question of Utopia
would seem a crucial test of what is left of our capacity to change at all” (Jameson xvi). Our
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capacity to change is what Jameson lays claim to here, a change that must occur in order for
humanity to even contemplate the future. 25(4). Additionally, Foucault considered the human
being, qua man, a very recent expression of culture:
Before the end of the eighteenth century, man did not exist – any more than
the potency of life, the fecundity of labour, or the historical density of
language. He is a quite recent creature, which the demiurge of knowledge
fabricated with its own hands less than two hundred years ago: but he has
grown old so quickly that it has been only too easy to imagine that he had
been waiting for thousands of years in the darkness for that moment of
illumination in which he would finally be known. (Nature, Foucault 308)
The capacity of the episteme allows for a historicity to emerge in the analysis of the past, a
way to understand how we, as human beings, came to consciousness.
The material artifact, for instance the porcelain object, be it artwork, kitsch or purely
functional commodity for use, achieves a representation of knowledge in hindsight. As such,
history has a role to play, but within the postmodern or global episteme, it emerges within the
context of the critique. At this point in history, the critique has reached an impasse.
Capitalism would push forward, continuing to write history, to reveal narratives, establish
myths and dead ends in its pursuit of ever more, for that is the nature of capital. Capital lacks
a human face. Capital cannot represent the other, it cannot recommend the other and
therefore alterity is the result of an unmitigated capitalism. Alterity removes itself from the
possibility of wealth by the nature of capital. But, capital is distinct from economics. Eco,
home, is part of a general history, part of a natural history, an anthropology and a social
condition that has within it the means of healing the gaps, the fissures and ruptures that have
been caused by that misapprehension that is capitalism. The méconnaissance of an
economics whose trajectory is one of absolute destruction. Is the Hegelian project part of this
potential, with the end of history, the end of art and the object of the dialectic – the absolute?
237

The postmodern analysis of the present, the extension that the postmodern brings to
the critique of history, is an important aspect of a revolutionary impulse toward actual
freedom. The entire notion of freedom, as revealed by the postmodern analysis in Jameson
and Lyotard, suggests that our current understanding of freedom is a simulacrum, part of a
metanarrative that binds us to the habits and traditions that continue to perform within the
realm of capital. Consumerism, on a broad scale, removes our capacity to do, to work and to
ultimately provide for ourselves as we slowly wither in our ability to perform the very tasks
that allow for our continuance. Consumerism, as such, results from the specialization that
modernity introduced in the 18th century, comes fully into its own in modernism in the 20th
century. The restrictiveness of modernism, of specialization and thus, to the removal of a
broad set of capacities necessary and therefore practiced for living leaves an increasingly
bereft community of workers; workers whose jobs bear no resemblance to the actual needs of
the local condition. The outsourced labor force results in an outsourced productive capacity
and divorced from the production of necessary stuffs from the location where the need exists,
an example of the Marxist notion of alienation.
4.13

The Postmodern and Porcelain’s Expanding Promise
Betty Woodman’s work emerged during the nineteen-seventies and eighties, tying her

to the postmodern historically and as she violated boundaries and blithely breached the
proscribed limits of ceramic’s traditional role. Woodman has not worked primarily in
porcelain, but her work in ceramics places her in a special category within the arts. Her start
as a maker of functional pottery quickly evolved into that of an artist whose forms resemble
the history of ceramics, especially Italian majolica, a low fired earthenware that suits her
insouciant approach to the medium. However, Woodman did work in porcelain at Sèvres (see
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chapter 1) for 25 years and during this time she explored the boundaries of porcelain’s
domain. Janet Koplos describes her work in porcelain as having escaped “that material’s
historic association with refinement and perfection” (395). History has played a heavy hand
in the reach of ceramics and especially porcelain. The commercial has overwhelmed the field
with a vulgarity that belies its true potential for an embedded and beautiful expression of
human interaction. Woodman’s ability to disregard the constraints imposed by a limited field
allows this artist to reveal porcelain’s true potential.
Woodman’s role as a mother is an important component of her development,
although her mature work exists in a broadened context. Woodman’s maternal experience
included a domestic practice upon which she drew to create embellished installations later in
her career as an artist. It also lent her an aesthetic impulse toward the interpretation of
traditional forms, a whimsical treatment of vases and serving pieces that transgress actual
useage. Acceptance as an artist, however, was tough, prejudiced by both her work in clay and
as a woman. “There were times when she felt stigmatized as a woman, especially as a wife
and mother – simply overlooked on the stereotype that she could be taken seriously” (Koplos
395). 26 Woodman’s work differs from the work of Duckworth above and Judy Chicago (to
follow) in several ways. Her approach to clay is that of an accomplished potter. She uses the
potter’s wheel as an actual tool for the development of her sculptural works that make
reference to the pottery they resemble rather than embody. Her work carries with it the
sideways glance of the caricature, an expression of the idea of a pot and in the later work, of
a pot within the context of a home environment. She creates installations that consider the
wall and the floor in addition to the vessel that holds the central theme of her bricolage.
These constructs possess an expressive quality that reveal a lightness of being and a
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celebratory element, in contrast to the Dinner Party of Chicago. Woodman’s work is also
primarily created by herself, an important point about making, mastery and the craft
necessary in the expressiveness inherent in the malleable nature of clay. The porcelain work
that she made at Sèvres processes these same qualities, if in a more refined and more
precious resolution.

Woodman’s work exists in the realm between. Between art and craft, falling into the
interstices between two and three dimensions, the contemporary and the traditional, the
ancient and the modern. “She notes that ceramics has always been multicultural, and much
development has come from one culture’s attempt to copy another” (Koplos 396). Woodman
has spent part of her year in Italy for the past fifty years. That influence is pronounced in her
production. It is in the realm between art and craft, the consideration over many years of the
relationship between two and three dimensions, painting and sculpture, that her work falls
within the category of the postmodern. The hybridity and conflation of concepts in weirdly
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unexpected turns situates Woodman’s advances of the very notion of ceramics as an art
material toward something inventive, creative and as part of an opening toward an economic
process pressing outward from the repetition inherent in the traditional ceramic market. As
such, Woodman’s contribution contains within it the germs of postmodernity, inherent by
virtue of its multiple contingencies possessed by the manifold cultural differences and more
formerly, from the transgressed boundaries of two and three dimensions. From Betty
Woodman to Judy Chicago the divide from the individual artist working in the studio to the
collective expression of a work of art that represents the history of women is traversed. But,
they hold in common the quality of the feminist assertion into an art world system that abides
in hostility toward women.
4.14

Feminist Art
The Dinner Party is an emblematic installation spearheaded by Judy Chicago that was

maligned and criticized throughout its narrative while raising issues of women in history and
feminist discord. Considered the “most monumental work of the 1970s art movement”
(Gerhard 1), it remains a significant artifact in the history of porcelain and the relationship of
feminism, economics and porcelain. Feminism, as part of the world revolution (Wallerstein)
from the 1960s and through the 1970s is linked to postmodernism as an aspect of pluralism
and the hybridity that broke down the barriers from the ideal form characteristic of a purely
modernist ideality. Insider knowledge of the increasingly specialized art world isolated art
from life and made sustaining that direction more and more difficult. Modernism itself is still
alive (Habermas) but instead of the end of civilization, it can be likened to an increasingly
diverse social construct that has grown progressively more complex. So, modernism has
become part of a broader social condition, one that must allow the manifold of
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circumstances, including the feminist, the economic and the aesthetic to interact within an
ever increasing constituency. The role of the feminist and the efforts of the gendered
condition, a construct according to Mitchell (Women: The Longest Revolution) or based on
the traditional, habituated and customary, regardless of the just and the true, embrace and
reveal an economic condition that had been decided and exercised by a paternalistic impulse.
Porcelain, often employed by women as a material as part of artistic expression as well as a
material for the creation of functional objects in industry and in the individuated studio,
embodies access to expression and to the production of useful items as well as the political
and radical expression of feminist ideals as evidenced in Chicago’s installation. The Dinner
Party emerged at a time that demanded a reassessment of the place of women in the canons
of history and in the annals of art history. Chicago relied on hundreds of volunteers to make
the individual place settings, researching the biographies at play in the establishment of her
particular view on the feminist movement. Each plate represented a vagina, and in fact this
representation itself caused massive problems that added pressure to political repercussions
at the NEA toward the end of the 1980s.
The ceramic plates that sit atop the embroidered runners on each of the three corners
of the Dinner Party represent the individual women that Chicago chose to serve as as a
history of the significance of women through the ages. An historical portrait, the narrative of
the Dinner Party’s joins its symbology as a conspicuous member of the feminist cohort of the
postmodern period from the 1970s onward. “That women had made significant work at all
was a testimony to individual women’s resilience in the face of pervasive and collectively
experienced discrimination” (Gerhard 263). However, reveling in “women’s” art is
problematic as equality versus liberation enters into a dialectical relationship, many voices
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seeking equality and many seeking liberation. Liberation would emphasize a women’s
movement that seeks its own identity, one that is more independent of the patriarchal system
of traditional feminism that views a simple equality as inadequate. Liberation, for feminist
writers like Germaine Greer and Gloria Steinem, differed from equality as attempts to locate
identity outside of a male dominated social and political social system were demanded by the
liberation ideology. Parker and Pollock claim the art and craft divide as part of an
ideology … ‘made manifest’ in distinctions–distinctions between art made in
studios and crafts made at home, between public viewing of art and domestic
use of craft, between the professional artist and the woman who dabbled.
These terms functioned as hierarchies of power (not only tangible outcomes of
discrimination) that no simple reevaluation of craft or inclusion of literal
women into the category of ‘great artist’ would alter (Gerhard 264).
Chicago’s inclusion of textile runners and the table setting themselves explore and force the
notion of the domestic and the historic within the context of art, of a collective experience
(the fabrication of the installation) and its eventual place in history.
Additionally, “symbolizing femininity was … a dangerous enterprise… ‘cunt art’”
(Gerhard 264) could never alter significantly the traditional role of women and instead
reinforces body identity as connected specifically to genitalia. Judith Butler’s conceit that
gender is performative argues for a more nuanced consideration of sexual identity. While
Chicago’s attempt to represent women in history has a heroic tone, her use of genitalia in
such an overt manner may actually obfuscate the real contributions of these women she
would portray.
4.15

Jeff Koons
From Chicago to Koons, a total shift in the aesthetic and ideological context is called

for in order to view these artists’ work based on their concurrency in time and material.
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Koons’s porcelain sculpture of the 1980s holds a spot in this narrative as they starkly reflect
the direction the ‘art world’ was heading as well and became some of the most famous
artwork to be made in porcelain. The term ‘art world’ gives way to Shiner’s term ‘art world
system’ (see section 2 of this chapter) and an art context that allows a broadening of language
used to describe a condition that includes the appreciation of art. In American culture and
especially in New York City, art exercises a dominant cultural position. Koons’s impact on
the art world in New York began in the early 1980s, and has been well documented, but a
closer look at two of his works in porcelain reveals a troubling circumstance while also
emphasizing the changing landscape of porcelain in art. The Banality series features a life
sized portrait of Michael Jackson with his pet chimpanzee, Bubbles. This particular sculpture
is of interest here because it is made of porcelain. Koons relies on irony as a lever of context,
especially in the Banality series. Michael Jackson is portrayed as the celebrity that he is; void
of ethnicity and contingency. Arguably, Jackson himself sought to erase his ethnic identity
through surgery, so perhaps Koons was simply holding up a mirror to what was there. But,
Koons’s sculpture portrays a gleeful negation of the real, a sort of piling on of aristocratic
desire that somehow leaves this particular work on the wrong side of a joke. Additionally,
there is an ambiguous link to Duchamp’s urinal, both as a conceptual object and as a thing
made out of porcelain. However, the irony in connection to Duchamp sort of misses the
point. “What we are seeing at the Whitney is the mainstreaming of Dadaism and in particular
of the readymade, the ordinary and frequently mass-produced objects that Marcel Duchamp
reimagined as art objects, including, early on, a bicycle wheel, a bottle rack, and a urinal”
(Perl NYRB). Duchamp’s gesture was never exhibited, unlike the claim in the Whitney
catalog’s introduction, an historic misstep that belies the veracity the museum’s scholarly
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undertaking and the seriousness it projects in the exhibition. Perl’s critique is an isolated
voice, as critics, in spite of a great deal of head scratching, gives in to Koons’s absolute
confidence in his own talent and capacity while carefully circumnavigating the pure size of
the economic undertaking, from manufacture to the sales of Koons' work. Perl even goes on
to write a sort of manifesto against the out of control art market (distinct from the art world)
to which he coins the term laissez faire aesthetics, a nod to the free markets of neoliberalism
popularized by Hayek and Friedman.
Koons writes on the Bernardaud27 website that “I was always intrigued by porcelain,
by both the economic and the sexual aspect of the material. Porcelain was the emperor's
material but today it has been democratized and everybody can enjoy (it)”. He expresses two
very important claims. One is the sexuality of porcelain as it relates to desire. The early
suggestively erotic sculptures form part of a larger conversation about art and eroticism, but
porcelain itself as a conveyance of the overtly sexual is taken to a hyperbolic conclusion in
Koons. Koons’s Made in Heaven series is a pornographic foray into the self revelation of his
marriage to porn star, Ilona Staller. But his erotic porcelain was connected to his Banality
series. His porcelain sculpture Pink Panther displays multiple ironic twists, by creating an
outsized expression of kitsch coupled with a popular cultural icon. The blonde might be
Staller, but even if not, she reveals his ideal of blond beauty. Additionally, Koons’
acknowledgement and use of the capital generated by his work in porcelain bears note. These
early works in porcelain secured him a place in art history, one that would make his access to
Bernardaud’s workshop and marketing machinery all the more facile.
While Koons’s identifies an easy access to porcelain as a ‘democratized material’ his
use of it is extremely rarified and as such, not democratic at all. He has access to a company
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like Bernarduad because of his standing in the art world and he uses porcelain as a designer
might, assigning tasks to craftsmen expert in their execution. For Koons, the democratization
of porcelain is about consumption, not production. He sees porcelain’s ubiquity in response
to it availability as a material component in our day to day lives, not as an art material.

Koons maintains a sort of Disneyesque approach to art, glib yet intensely sincere, far
removed while trying to be part of the real world. His deadpan sincerity may be genuine but
his art itself is distant from the world and the people he seeks to touch, disinterested while
claiming absolute interest. Koons’s distinct relationship with the market sets him firmly into
the camp of the global economy. Koons’s approach to work resembles that of the capitalist
boss, running a vast studio production that oversees the manufacture of multiples, replicating
his concepts in ways that he would liken to Marcel Duchamp. But, as Perl points out, without
the tongue in cheek with which Duchamp approached his gestures. The porcelain urinal of
Duchamp was a gesture, reproduced by popular demand (a response to the market) while

246

Koons creates works with an eye to the market in advance. That in and of itself is not a bad
thing, however, it does lead into the next section on American capitalism.

4.16

The Golden Age of Capitalism
American capitalism demonstrated the explosive potential of a released energy in the

guise of productive capacity, especially from about the mid-twentieth century until the early
1970s. The Golden Age of Capitalism emerged as a dramatic expression of economic success
on the heels of the great Depression in the 1930s, and was picked up and supported by the
force of men returning from military duty after World War two. The baby boom of the 1940s
and ’50s resulted in a whole new incentive for families reunited or forming after the
catastrophes of the previous two decades. A sense of optimism reemerged in the United
States and productive capacity that had been built up as a result of the war effort led to a
steep increase in industry and as a result the economy boomed. Economists sought to
identify, codify and shape the developing conditions inherent in the relationship between
production, exchange, governance and interventionist policies that were born of the
expansion. John Kenneth Galbraith wrote that “in the absence of any alternative
interpretation of economic life (capitalism) became the system of all who undertook to teach
economics” (17). Capitalism, as such, was equivocated with economics and became the
assumed method for the education of economists. But Galbraith cautioned as early as 1952
that economics faced a real danger from its increasingly abstracted premises, qualifications
and warnings that previously existed and were “lost or neglected” (Galbraith 17).
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Key words in the capitalist episteme include monopoly, competition, and
accumulation. These key concepts within capitalism are just that – concepts. Economics,
philosophy and all of the social sciences, are comprised of series of ideas. Inevitability has no
role to play in economic organization, and Galbraith quotes Keynes’ observation that “the
ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they are
wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood … practical men, who believe
themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some
defunct economist” (10). For the artist, this may seem a distant concern, but it remains
central to all decisions. Economics is a relational expression of the social. That is the piece
that capitalism so often fails to embody. Galbraith’s influence at the midcentury mark ties
him to the postmodern, not just in terms of history, but by virtue of his approach to
economics. He “emphasized the importance of knowing history in order to understand the
economy, and the importance of understanding the locus of power in order to understand the
real world” (Dunn and Pressman 169). Power, history and an understanding of the
complexity of economics on social systems were central tenets in the Galbrathian economic
condition. His was less about theory and more about how economics and economic decisions
impact the observable world.
Galbraith was an economist within the deep system of economists who was privy to
the inner workings of government under three presidents. Roosevelt, Kennedy and Johnson
all relied on Galbraith’s wealth of knowledge and his ability to articulate his understanding
with clarity and force. His was an economy of the social, extending the minutia of traditional
mathematical and technical economics toward a more holistic approach. “I made up my mind
that I would never again place myself at the mercy of the technical economists who had the
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enormous power to ignore what I had written. I set out to involve a larger community"
(Noble). A disciple of Keynes, Galbraith leaned left and spoke out against the usurpation of
corporate power over markets. Galbraith sought a continuance of Keynesian economic
policy, and to an extent that of Marx. Galbraith’s fall from prominence may be indicative of
an economic hegemony that has been encroaching under the guise of free market economics,
a perversion of classical economics that bleaches out all of the moral and ethical conditions
that round out an economy. A result of this is the negation of community and locale, the
outsourcing of production and the privileging of corporate influence. During the 1980s, a
right-leaning government began its ascendency in the public sector following deregulation
and the loosening of economic strictures, all part of neoliberal policies quietly beginning to
infiltrate the federal system of the United States.
4.17

Conclusion
Chapter four covers the mid-century era and the role of the artist with the material

evolution of porcelain as it is reflected in aesthetics, economics and philosophy. It picks up at
the end of chapter three with a discussion of the rise of women in arts and industry. This
chapter asserts the advent of the postmodern episteme, an era of expanding multiculturalism
through globalization and rapidly developing communications and transport options.
Opening with the playful and optimistic porcelain work of Eva Zeisel, incipient notions of
postmodernism and modernism are explored through her application of porcelain and
industrial design. Hayek and a reactive return to liberal economic policies are reviewed as the
rise of a world monetary system emerged at the end of World War Two. Economics is
pushed toward a more human and place-driven imperative through the writings of Marcel
Mauss and Georges Bataille.
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Art education and the art/craft divide are considered through the scholarship of
Adamson and Shiner, while including the classical approach of Arthur Danto. Beatrice Wood
represents the ceramic dimension of this section, a relocated member of the New York avantgarde, who sought refuge in Southern California’s sprawling potential. World Systems theory
is introduced as an emergent field of study in the 1970s with work by Wallerstein, who saw a
need to consider the general flow of history, giving rise to a new historicism. Economic
difference and congruence was considered by a comparison between E.F. Schumacher, a
humanist and Milton Friedman, a free market advocate. Deleuze’s difference and repetition is
included here as an antecedent to postmodernism’s hybridity and complicating the
univocities sought by modernism’s appeal to a universalizing ethos.
The final section of this chapter discusses the work of four distinct artists; Ruth
Duckworth, a German who immigrated to Chicago and was able to assert her aesthetic onto a
resistant milieu; Betty Woodman, whose playful work embodies the potter as artist in her
porcelain work done at Sèvres, and her general aesthetic that pushes the hybridity inherent in
a postmodern condition toward a new interpretation and Judy Chicago’s Dinner Party,
discussed as an iconic assertion of the feminist zeitgeist that was in full throttle in the 1970s,
porcelain part of the domestic frame of the table, the plates and the representation of dinner
itself. Jeff Koons’s provocative porcelain sculptures are considered as examples of both the
expanding art market and two marked developments in porcelain itself: its growing ubiquity
and its sexuality. Postmodernism is further outlined in the theoretical writing of Frederick
Jameson and considered as a dialectic between Lyotard and Habermas, two sides of a
contentious coin that seem more and more unbound. Finally, the chapter ends with a brief
outline of the economic thinking of John Kenneth Galbraith who would see economics
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become more fully human, to transgress the disinterested metanarratives that classical
economists purport and to move toward actual outcomes based in experience.
In this chapter I have used the time frame of the mid-twentieth century as a structure
upon which to illustrate what I see as a genealogical rendering of the expanding potential of
art and culture. Progress, within a genealogical method is a tricky concept, but can be likened
to evolutionary biology in that we are constantly evolving within the confines of our
consciousness. Discontinuities and ruptures of events are part of the ever transgressing nature
of history, and of art in particular. In that vein, we are also capable of effecting social and
collaborative interventions, especially as artists, whose gradual marginalization illustrated at
the start of this project must be fought as we own our capacity for autonomous inception and
assert our agency as actors. In each section in this chapter, the economists I have chosen to
explore tend to stand in opposition to one another. I would argue that economics is less
science and more art, although the mathematical statisticians will surely take umbrage with
this interpretation. The late twentieth century is seeing the rise of a reactionary tendency and
it is in this light that I proceed into the contemporary.
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Chapter 5
The Topological Episteme:
The Ambiguous Object

Chapter four left off with an introduction to postmodernism and the kind of feminism
emergent during the 1960s and into the ’80s. Griselda Pollock and Rozsika Parker’s analysis
of the feminine spirit in the art/craft divide leave us with the consideration of that as a thrust
of an aggrandizing masculine tenor, the formation of an evolving position on art in general.
Examples of the art of Betty Woodman and Judy Chicago considered the feminist spirit of
the time, in Woodman in the domestic and in Chicago, the importance of prominent women
often neglected in history and presented in a provocative manner. The feminist spirit in the
domestic will be further considered in this chapter in Louise Bourgeois, in particular through
the psychoanalytic work of Melanie Klein. Additionally, Jeff Koons’s evocative work in
porcelain, in particular the sexual caricature of the animated cat and naked women, is linked
to the sexual nature of Bourgeois’s work, but it is his embrace of capitalism that sets him
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squarely within this discourse. Postmodernism extends the reach of porcelain, as the hybrid
nature of art in porcelain is flourishing in an increasingly globalized society reflected in the
exposure of individuals to myriad cultures in the world and as markets vary and reach more
and more deeply into multiple flows. The argument toward an embedded economy as a
recuperative function of the social in a contingent relationship with the aesthetic, an Econoaesthetics, is approaching a conclusion in the contemporary in this chapter.

This chapter is organized in three sections, within the time frame spanning from 1990
to 2016. I will focus on three epistemic conditions working here: the neoliberal, the global
and the topological. I mention all three as an indication of the increasing complexity arising
at the turn of the twenty-first century. The epistemic approach to history is itself becoming
manifold as more and more epistemes layer in a simultaneity, precluding the hegemonic
assertion of any one in particular. Ruptures, flows, and the evental enter into places and times
as consciousness is impacted by the visual, but our bodies remain tethered to the actual.
Individual artists have gained prominence in the contemporary, outside of what had been
movements expressed by communities of artists in past eras. Each of the artists I write about
in this chapter represent examples of each episteme, but it is through a simultaneity that no
dominant epistemic hegemon can truly be likened to a time and place. Qualities described
represent ideologic and practical expressions of thought in action, in particular places and in
time. Artists can enter and exit communities, unfettered by traditional constraints, creating a
peripatetic process that is new and potentially transgressive. Louise Bourgeois starts off the
chapter with her work, Nature Study, produced at the Sèvres porcelain factory outside of
Paris. Bourgeois’s specialized sculpture brings to light her innovative exploration of a
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deeper, more personal form of feminism, a sort of disavowal of the external political and
historical conditions of the other women present in Chicago’s Dinner Party and a more
personal and darker consideration of the family than Woodman’s communal and whimsical
approach, stemming from a highly intimate exploration. As such, Bourgeois opens the
conversation to aspects of a psychoanalytic approach present in Melanie Klein and Deleuze
and Guattari. The neoliberal episteme is present in Bourgeois as her hyper-personal work is
an expression of the self-interest at play in the neoliberal imperative in the air in a postRegan society. As such, her work is in fact connected to the political. Created in 1995 at
Sèvres, the sculpture represents the evolution of porcelain produced in a highly developed
environment as art as well as the psychoanalytic considerations that are present in
Bourgeois’s oeuvre. The writings of Juliet Mitchell and Mignon Nixon inform the
psychoanalytic condition present in Bourgeois’s work; Mitchell as an analyst working with
Melanie Klein’s object theory and Nixon by her work connecting Bourgeois’s personal
analysis to Klein’s work. Deleuze and Guattari further link the psychoanalytic to the
economic through the Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, as referenced by Nixon.
The neoliberal economic component of this section is described through the writings of
David Harvey and his considerations of that development in capitalism through a Marxist
lens.
In the second section of the chapter, I examine the Sunflower Seed Project of Ai
Weiwei, understood as an example of the global episteme. Executed between 2008 and 2010
in Jingdezhen, China, his project lives at a time that coincides with the globalized thinking of
Gayatri Spivak, and in this section I will focus particularly on her ideas about alterity, the
indigenous quality of the ‘Other’ that gets lost in the global episteme at hand in the
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contemporary. Ai’s work addresses the worker who makes his work in Jingdezhen, filming
production and telling the story of the place where the sunflower seeds project was created
from the mining of the porcelain, to making of the seeds and their glazing through the firing,
the paying for work, the packing and the distribution of the seeds at the Tate Modern in
London. All of that process, so often lost in the end product, as in Koons for example, is
refreshing to see in Ai Weiwei. Spivak’s expression of alterity seeks the aesthetic as a way to
bring the other into focus and Ai helps accomplish that. The economic portion of this section
is contributed to by the author and educator Amartya Sen, whose work Development and
Freedom informs the increasingly problematic condition of a global economy and its possible
solution through development. Ai Weiwei, Spivak and Sen each bring the global episteme
into focus by way of including the other and the description of production, the economic
process where the other exists on the shadowy zone of Fernand Braudel, that opaque ground
from which all springs forth.
Section three considers the work of Arlene Shechet, who, like Bourgeois, worked in
one of the renowned porcelain factories in Europe that I described in chapter one, this time
Meissen in Germany, considered under the notion of a topological episteme. Shechet’s
residencies at Meissen provide access to topological interventions, working at once with a
contemporary syntax and using that agency to interject her ideas within the traditional rubric
of the three-hundred-year old factory. Her residency in 2012-13 provides an opportunity to
revisit the lauded manufactory, through the lens of a contemporary application within the
traditional establishment. Her practice demonstrates a recuperation and a renewed interest in
porcelain as a vanguard art material. Shechet’s contemporary voice inverts, transgresses and
plays with the often constrained traditional approach to porcelain within the revered
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workshop. Also, Meissen was closed to contemporary collaborations until 2010, so that
Shechet’s access is unprecedented and unique in its ability to begin the interventions possible
within the facility. All three artists in this chapter contribute to the recuperation and
demonstration of porcelain’s imaginable prospects.
As I seek a recuperation of an embedded economic process within the aesthetic, I
consult the work of Harvard economics professor, Stephen Marglin. In his book The Dismal
Science: How Thinking Like and Economist Undermines Community, Marglin argues that
classical economics actually leaves community behind. It undermines the very fabric of the
plight of human experience on the ground, in specific neighborhoods by prioritizing markets
over people and externalizing profits that leave communities lacking the basic instruments of
bodily needs and spiritual succor. In exploring the origins of economics and its history as a
field of study throughout this project, dialectical concerns emerge, as the individual and selfinterest arise in contrast to the concerns of the whole of a community, and as such, society at
large. Marglin addresses the weakness in classical economics as an unsustainable method of
asserting prosperity and argues, like Galbraith before him, a more humanistic approach.
Finally, Gregory Bateson helps consider the paradox that separates economics and art going
all the way back to Kant, in his work on the double bind, also referenced in Spivak. The
double bind, according to Bateson, is “a situation in which no matter what a person does, he
‘can't win.’ It is hypothesized that a person caught in the double bind may develop
schizophrenic symptoms” (1). It is curious to note that Deleuze and Guattari’s two volume
epic critique of capitalism, The Anti-Oedipus and A Thousand Plateaus, are subtitled
Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Perhaps the double bind can be likened to the impossibility of
capitalism and community, and by extension, the world. If so, then I would assert that it is
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the artist and the creative thinker that stands the best chance of recuperating, rewriting and
reimagining the best mode forward for economics and aesthetics in community.
This chapter revisits three of the facilities described in chapter one’s history of the
event horizon of porcelain. The lasting quality of the material and each facility’s continuing
efforts to create a contemporary visual language in this ambiguous yet traditional material
reveals the ongoing consequence of its veracity and economic signification. Although
Jingdezhen is not a single facility, like Meissen and Sèvres, it fits this category as the actual
originary place where porcelain was discovered and continues to be produced. Jingdezhen
reveals a community in itself, an actual village, or even city by some standards, and as such
affords a look at the longevity of the production of an art form in a single material.
5.1

Desire, Aggression and the Psychoanalytic Impulse
Judy Chicago and Betty Woodman are part of the feminist movement that burst forth

in the art context of the 1970s and 1980s in New York City and Los Angeles. But it is Louise
Bourgeois that revealed the emergent categories of the deeply personal, the psychoanalytic
and the archetypical while ambiguously feminine within the transforming realm of art
history. Art history and classical economics previously are viewed within the context of an
external and patrilineal heritage, with the feminine isolated within the realm of the home –
the “Other” – in Lacanian terms, the subaltern in Spivak’s, the object of desire, the subject of
the narrative, the role of the author relegated to male authority. The emergent feminine voice
took hundreds of years to be seen and heard and it is within the economic realm, the market,
that that shift began and continues to gain traction. Toward the end of the twentieth century, a
shift from patriarchal dominance to a less gender specific participation began both in art and
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in economics. Capitalism relies on the speed of the transaction, contrary to the long, slow
evolution or growth of a situation or an aesthetic. As such, time itself returns as part of the
constituent aspect of the development of the aesthetic within the realm of an embedded
economic condition. Bergson’s duration (see ch. 4) as linked to Marshall and Menger, can be
likened to the slowing of economics to reflect the development of an economy as a relational
condition, elevating the economic from the purely transactional into the realm of the
relational and coupling it with the slow effort of the psychoanalytic as that process asserts a
very slow mining of personal history within the cultural context of ideological systems.
Bourgeois’s engagement in the psychoanalytic process deepens the corresponding nature of
art as a rupture in the lineage of predictable sources for her sculpture.
The significance of Bourgeois’s porcelain sculpture, Nature Study (see fig. 8) bears
the signifier of the Other: “A highly ambiguous term referring, in Lacanian usage, to one
pole of a subject-object dialectic, to alterity in general and, usually when capitalized, to the
symbolic and the Unconscious” (Payne 392). The Other is that representative of what is not
the one - the notion sets up a barrier to wholeness. Bourgeois sets out to conquer that
separation and holds up a fluid gendered encounter with a she wolf, sans head and possessing
a penis. The hermaphroditic property of Bourgeois’s Nature Study is just one the aspects of
the work that contributes to the ambiguousness inherent in the object. Porcelain itself iterates
that ambiguity as it traverses the realm between the artistic and the real, the material and the
ephemeral.
Bourgeois claimed she was neither a feminist nor an artisan – she laid claim to the
title artist, disdaining any relation to an artisan (Louise Bourgeois: The Spider, the Mistress
and the Tangerine). Recognition came late in life, a feature of her career that was partly due
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to her focus on fulfilling her role as wife and mother. After her husband died and her children
grew up, she was able to direct her attention more fully to making art and developing the
professional qualities of an artist in New York City, taking the pains necessary to participate
in the art world system. Bourgeois sought to distance herself from the categories that would
diminish her acceptance into the art world system, but the work itself contains the germs of
relevance to this narrative of porcelain and economics. In spite of, or perhaps because of the
nature of her work, Bourgeois brings to light glimmers of exposure to the forbidden, private
inner workings and domestic transgressions that existed in her life and in the lives of
multitude women around the world.
The history of art and its relationship to the formal category of economics has been
inherently masculine and patriarchal, stemming from hierarchies of gender specificity.
Rozsika Parker and Griselda Pollock describe an “art history [that] views the art of the past
from certain perspectives and organizes art into categories and classifications based on
stratified systems of values, which lead to a hierarchy of forms”. A key hierarchy that
embodies this conclusion is painting and sculpture, historically distinct from “other arts that
adorn people, homes, or utensils… referred to as decorative or lesser arts”. The rationale for
these distinctions is the attribution of a ‘lesser’ degree of “intellectual effort or appeal and a
greater concern with manual skill and dexterity” (Parker and Pollock 50). While Pollock and
Parker write specifically about embroidery when referring to the unfortunate practice of
“simply celebrating a separate heritage”, they recognize that “we risk losing sight of one of
the most important aspects of the history of women and art … [and] the development of an
ideology of femininity, that is, a social definition of women and their role, with the
emergence of a clearly defined separation of art and craft” (Parker and Pollock 58). It is here
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that they contribute to the argument about art and craft considered in chapter four between
Adamson, Shiner and Danto. Parker and Pollock specifically expand the rupture to consider
that art and craft have become divided along gender lines, and that too much context
disappears into a modern gloss of rude assumptions and erased histories (sous rature)28.
Bourgeois, never really caring much about either feminism or craft, still embodies important
instances of both criteria. Nature Study is a wonder of craftsmanship; however, its late
iterative expression was accomplished by the artisans at Sèvres. Bourgeois’s original marble
sculpture was copied for this iteration of the concept, and by transferring the sculpture into
porcelain the work acquires a new accessibility both for the work and for the artist. Porcelain
can be reproduced from a mold, unlike its marble counterpart; Nature Study was created as
an edition of six with two artist’s proofs. As Bourgeois’s currency increased in an art world
system of a market based economics, creating an edition of an early iteration of a unique
sculpture, refined over decades and finally able to be cleanly produced specifically for the
market, means that this heretofore obscure object can now be viewed in multiple places at
once and owned by private and public collections.
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This iconic sculpture stems even more deeply into Bourgeois’s past as she developed
an abstract vocabulary, working repetitively with lumps, bumps and protuberances that she
came to call Cumuls. The Cumuls were rendered in plaster, latex and marble and finally, in
Nature Study, in porcelain. The porcelain version of Nature Study is like a finale of this work
– by then highly refined, a fully developed idea that had been three decades or more in the
making. As early as 1963, Bourgeois created a sculpture called Torso/Self-Portrait out of
plaster. This object, or confrontation, as Deborah Wye calls Bourgeois’s work in general,
contains within it the germ of the later work, Nature Study. To create an artwork in porcelain
takes a commitment to form as the material is unforgiving and can be difficult to see a
complex sculpture through to completion, particularly in Bourgeois’s instance. However, the
ambiguity of the material is well suited to the ambiguity of the subject.
261

The manufactory at Sèvres, whose history I describe in chapter one, continues to
produce artwork that strives to embrace the contemporary while extending the traditional
possibilities of porcelain stemming from its roots in eighteenth century France. Sèvres, like
Meissen and to an extent Jingdezhen, struggle to stay relevant. Remaining interesting in a
shifting world, one whose leanings toward the modern might eclipse an appreciation for the
old and in the case of Jingdezhen, ancient traditions, is an ongoing challenge for an
organization like Sèvres. Bourgeois provided a much needed remedy to the sometimes staid
nature of the traditional material of porcelain, too often caught up in its own spectacular
nature and context. Porcelain, as a material within a traditional production facility like
Sèvres, can lose its capacity to remain vital without the express intention of a culture of
expansion.
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Bourgeois’ sculpture Nature Study, rendered in porcelain, represents the express
desire of the Sèvres porcelain manufacture in Paris to participate in the broader art market
system. What is fascinating about this move into porcelain for Bourgeois is the acceptance of
this difficult image made in this most difficult material. The gender ambiguity inherent in
Nature Study can be likened to the ambiguity of porcelain itself. Porcelain lends itself to the
ambiguous – it is art, it is craft, it can be used or it must be relegated to the glass cabinet to
see only, too precious to use. Porcelain is the material of choice for tea sets for royalty,
diplomatic gifts, yet it also is an apt material, quintessential, in fact, for toilets. It is therefore
the ideal material for this representation of Bourgeois’s odd wolfish mother, with two rows
of breasts swelling above a phallus, a Freudian exuberance. Porcelain, whose European roots
stem from aristocratic prestige, connected to the development of an increasing economic
condition also contains within its history symbols of the erotic, the sensual and in Bourgeois’
case, the overtly sexual, making it a cultural icon revealing layers of meaning steeped in
history and containing the condition of a multiplicity of interpretations. Bourgeois’s work in
porcelain brings a far more sophisticated move by the artist toward the revealed unconscious,
developed in the commercial form of porcelain, a way of resisting the obvious and presenting
the difficult, the unexpected and as a result, a sort of celebration of the subversive.
The subversive, in contrast to coercive, illuminates Lucy Lippard’s description of the
differences and repressions between art and propaganda, suggesting that in fact, propaganda
is a form of education. Lippard’s position is distinct from that of the Frankfurt School and
Walter Benjamin and Adorno’s sensitivity to the propagandistic and profoundly repressive
art of the coercive Nazi party, that sought to engender obedience, not an expansion of
knowledge or understanding, as the ‘propaganda’ that Lippard seeks. Propaganda and the
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tendentious nature of the aesthetic for Adorno, in particular, refer to the appropriation of
artistic production for political ends in Germany in the 1930s. Lippard wants to use the
notion of propaganda, but in a progressive sense, one that has justice instilled in it through
strategies of the feminist movement. As such, Lippard considers propaganda a suitable tactic
for feminist artists seeking to ratify the ends of their agenda, that of liberating women from
oppression by a patriarchal system of gender relationships. Of course, who is doing the
propagandizing and what the message is makes all the difference (Lippard 141). Within a
feminist critique of the art world system, the major disconnects exist primarily in the realm of
the economic and the political – worldly realms that had been absorbed slowly, by habit, into
the masculine domain. Lippard posits that “in the art world today, clarity is taboo … This
notion has become an implicit element of American art education and an effective barrier
against artists’ conscious communication, the reintegration of art into life” (142). Clarity and
obviousness are at odds, clarity being the effort Lippard advocates, the obvious a sign of
failure in art. The danger is when the obvious hits us over the head, trending toward the
doctrinaire. In Bourgeois’ work, the obvious is rendered obscure through the development of
a personal language, but sustains itself through the utter commitment on the artist’s part to
her childhood as fodder. Clarity emerges while ambiguity is left intact, the personal fully
exposed, with aggression and desire linked in the internal war of the mother.
Mitchell’s writings about feminism in the 1970s looks to Freud and Lacan as
foundational, but she seeks to extend their work, including the kinship systems of LéviStrauss (also addressed in Mauss – see chapter four) and the Marxist ideological approach of
Althusser. She questions “the construction of sexual difference within ideology (or sexual
differences as part of ideology), together with interaction of the individual psyche and
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kinship systems” (xvii). These components of sexual difference and ambiguity find visual
representation in Bourgeois’s work. Mitchell proposes “that there were three major familial
structures – reproduction, the socialization of children, the sexuality of the couple and the
overall social economy – within which the first three were all embedded” (xviii). This
conflation of the traditional Freudian, extended by Lacan, psychoanalytic model of the
oedipal condition and taboo with relational elements and exchange factors of kinship systems
are revealed in “relation to Lévi-Strauss’s stress of exchange as the basis for society” (xxx).
Here Mitchell asserts the question of ideology of Althusser and links it to Lévi-Strauss. She
is seeking an “anthropology of the family” (xxx). Elements of the psychoanalytic and this
desire to represent the family, the mother and the father in one wolfish assertion are present
in Nature Study.
Mignon Nixon’s monograph Fantastic Reality explores the psychoanalytic quality
present in Bourgeois’s general oeuvre. She identifies Bourgeois as a prescient figure, an
advance guard of the incipient post-modern shift inclining itself on the landscape of the New
York art world. “Bourgeois’ art seems, in retrospect, to anticipate the postmodern, its
dissident logic emerged from the cultural force of Paris in the 1930s and New York in the
1940s-1970s” (Nixon 3). Additionally, Nixon specifically links Bourgeois’s work to
psychoanalysis in the object relation theory of Melanie Klein. Early on Bourgeois was
identified with the surrealists, her psychological work seeking its cohort, but she resisted the
association. Wye considers it a “misconception to consider Bourgeois as one of the early
celebrated European Surrealists in exile” (27). In fact, Bourgeois deepened and expanded the
psychoanalytic in her work by referencing the object theory of Melanie Klein, rejecting the
Freudian Oedipal nature of desire and instead focusing on the desiring drive. Bourgeois
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championed the psychoanalytic method of Klein as early as the 1940s, which, according to
Nixon, demonstrated an “an intensifying interest in and identification with the work of
women analysts–in particular Melanie Klein … [that] informed her work as a rebuttal to
psychoanalytically based Surrealism” (27). Additionally, Nixon points to the fluid and
flexible nature of Bourgeois’s work in clay and plaster, contributing to its ambiguity,
suggesting that “she produced objects that appeared inchoate and in flux, including some so
amorphous as to suggest less an object that a state of being” (10). As part of an embedded
psychological condition of the family seeking a unity, asserting a desire for the acceptance
and revealed consciousness of an integrated being, Nature Study attempts to embody a frontal
attack on the veracity of the masculine/feminine distinction that much of traditional
economic conditions are founded on.
An implication of Nature Study also bears the signifier of the Other: “A highly
ambiguous term referring, in Lacanian usage, to one pole of a subject-object dialectic, to
alterity in general and, usually when capitalized, to the symbolic and the Unconscious”
(Payne 392). The Other is that representative of what is not the one - the notion sets up a
barrier to wholeness. Bourgeois sets out to conquer that separation and holds up a fluid
gendered encounter with a she wolf, sans head and possessing a penis. The hermaphroditic
property of Bourgeois’s Nature Study is just one the aspects of the work that contributes to
the ambiguousness inherent in the object. Porcelain itself iterates that ambiguity as it
traverses the realm between the artistic and the real, the material and the ephemeral. “From
the ‘real’ object, we slide again onto the ‘whole’ object, without any theorization of this
outgrowing of the part-object, which if we go by the Freudian estimation, is to say the least,
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open to question” (Lacan 110). The part-object concept itself is flawed by Lacan’s own
definition and brings us to the critique of that theory in Deleuze and Guattari.
The whole is somewhat negated in Klein and she misses the point, according to
Deleuze and Guattari. Bourgeois’s use of the part object, symbolized in the porcelain
sculpture, complicates the relationship between subject and object, interjecting the partial
character of the object into the wholeness of its completion. It contains the act of production
while hinting at aspects of the incomplete, the partial and the residual.
If desire produces, its product is real. […] Desire is the set of passive
syntheses that engineer partial objects, flows, and bodies, and that function as
units of production. […] Desire and its object are one and the same thing: the
machine, as a machine of a machine. Desire is a machine, and the object of
desire is another machine connected to it. (Deleuze and Guattari 20)
However, the desire inherent in Bourgeois’s partial object also contain efforts at flow, of an
open ended answer begging the question of authority and emphasizing the power contained
within an assertive position. Can we consider Bourgeois’ work as a ‘desire-producing
machine’? Perhaps. But, that will require a re-situation of her work outside of the traditional
Freudian theater in which it is usually placed (even by her own account). Deleuze and
Guattari thus expand their critique of Klein’s own efforts at the lack of synthesis required for
a broadened view of the schizoid nature of the partial object and its participation in the
production of a ‘desiring machine’:
She [Melanie Klein] does not relate these partial objects to a real process of
production—of the sort carried out by desiring-machines, for instance. In the
second place, she cannot rid herself of the notion that schizoparanoid partial
objects are related to a whole, either to an original whole that has existed
earlier in a primary phase, or to a whole that will eventually appear in a final
depressive stage (the complete Object). (44)
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Thus we come to see how Deleuze and Guattari help build the bridge from the
psychoanalytic to the economic, and how Bourgeois represents the desiring machine of the
economic model nested within the the complete object of the sculpture.
Bourgeois’s significance in the understanding and theoretical development of the idea
of an embedded economy within the material and aesthetic condition of porcelain stems from
its close affiliation with the psychoanalytic, as mentioned in relation to Mitchell and through
the analysis of Nixon. Deleuze and Guattari discuss in detail the relationship between the
ambiguous familial relations of father, mother, sister, brother and their exclusion from the
economic condition of capital. They reveal the condition of a materialist psychiatry, “defined
… by the two-fold task it sets itself: introducing desire into the mechanism, and introducing
production into desire” (22). The family, for Bourgeois, in particular her relationship with her
father and the memory of that relationship, created the fundamental form of her work.
Oedipus enters the theater of Bourgeois’s production, fueling her work and nurturing her
developing vocabulary.
The great discovery of psychoanalysis was that of the production of desire, of
the production of the unconscious. But once Oedipus entered the picture, this
discovery was soon buried beneath a new brand of idealism: a classical theater
was substituted for the unconscious as a factory; representation was
substituted for the units of production of the unconscious; and an unconscious
that was capable of nothing but expressing itself–in myth, tragedy, dreams–
was substituted for the productive unconscious. (Deleuze and Guattari, 24)

The repressive, despotic nature of the father within the oeuvre of Bourgeois elevates the
signifier as an element of the nature of a universal imperative within the positive role of
expression as a possible path through to an ordered psyche. Bourgeois laid claim to the night,
the time she worked on drawing as a way to calm her anxiety; she could not sleep otherwise.
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For Bourgeois, anxiety was her muse and the memory of her father the fodder from which to
build her work. Nature Study might be extrapolated as an example of masculine/feminine
ambiguity, an Oedipal signifier, possessing the concept of an ambiguity, not only of gender
but of authority.
Bourgeois’s art, and Nature Study in particular as a representative in porcelain, seeks
to transgress the ordinary, to broaden the condition of the family inherent in the ideological
through the process of an approach to abstraction that belies the nature of the subject.
Bourgeois gives life to a powerful force, exposing her audience to layers of her psyche with
rare élan. That she brought her wit and intelligence to bear in porcelain is all the more
interesting. Porcelain, for Bourgeois, is a material choice that leads to conjecture. Sèvres, that
tradition bound bastion of French culture, is a reflection of the history and fortitude of a
people liberated yet tied to their distinctly aristocratic roots – a somewhat strange choice for
Bourgeois. Her disdain for the artisanal yet a reliance on her own ability to make objects that
reflect her deeply personal phantasies introduce a sort of double bind, a contradiction in the
interpretive value of her intention. The use of porcelain in the case of Bourgeois puts Nature
Study at a remove from the personal and it instead enters the realm of the market, made as an
edition of six for sale by the prestigious porcelain factory of Paris. Bourgeois embraces the
prestige attached to the honor of being a chosen artist in the production of this particular
sculpture as part of Sèvres’s ongoing program of instilling value in its work with
contemporary artists, an attempt to recuperate and reinvigorate its ability to remain relevant
as an arbiter of taste.
5.2

Freedom, Neo-Liberalism and the End of the Cold War
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Tying the work of Louise Bourgeois, in particular Nature Study, to the economic
condition of late capitalism brings the historic reference to the ideal of neoliberalism. For
David Harvey, whose helpful A Brief History of Neoliberalism, informs this time period, the
late twentieth century and in particular the 1990s. Bourgeois had come of age during and
after world war two, but her late recognition places her work in question within this
significant economic period, the neoliberal episteme.
Neoliberalism, the basic tenets of which are outlined in Friedman and Hayek from
chapter four, embrace the ideology of the market. Friedman’s claim that after the oil crisis of
1972, a new economic theory was needed and what came to be known as neoliberalism was
there to be “picked up”. Neoliberal policies were enacted during the Reagan era in the 1980s
and in Great Britain by Prime minister Margaret Thatcher. Neoliberalism was a confusing
name for the free market economic ideology that became policy in Washington and soon the
moniker disappeared in political circles to be replaced by trickle down economics and
inadvertently, the Washington Consensus. The phrase Washington Consensus was coined by
economist John Williamson and is defined and its use critiqued by its author in a paper
published in 2000 in the World Bank Research Observer. Unfortunately, the phrase became
conflated with neoliberalism and according to Williamson came to be known as “the popular,
or populist, interpretation of the Washington Consensus, meaning market fundamentalism or
neoliberalism, refers to laissez-faire Reaganomics—let's bash the state, the markets will
resolve everything” (257). However, Williamson’s specific meaning referred to a list of
tactics he put forward during a conference on policies in Latin America in the wake of the
fall of the Berlin Wall and the failure of communist regimes. Williamson outlined a list of ten
economic policy suggestions that were put forward as strategies to help alleviate poverty in
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the developing world, in particular in South America. The term’s conflation with
neoliberalism and Reaganomics demonstrates a desire for a quick concept within the political
realm, one that might explain and simplify otherwise complex issues.
5.3

Economimesis
How does neoliberalism connect to Louise Bourgeois, the aesthetic and porcelain?

The artwork of Bourgeois implies an ambiguity that conflates the private and the public, the
revealed interior. In Lacanian terms, extimacy is the complement of intimacy, not its
opposite. Lacan invents this term as “the intimate exteriority or ‘extimacy’” (139) to describe
a Thing, in his case, a cave. Additionally, if porcelain operates as an excess (the index of
desire and jouissance), then a 21st century ‘economimesis’ has to take into account the
excess and the jouissance, and not just the ‘need’, or the basic necessities of life. Desire
exists at this crossroads, providing a solution to the double bind of that lack present in
neoliberal policies and that is why standard economic (neoliberal) theories are ultimately
inadequate to explain the economy of (this particular) art. Here I borrow the term
economimesis to describe this sort of double bind inherent in the entire proposition of an
economic aesthetic process. The difficulty contains within its pursuit an all out effort toward
the life of Being that must become what we are all about. The inside out, the private in the
public and the intimate exposed. Economics was and is experienced as an interior condition,
a residual effect, as per Williams, from ancient times, as Aristotelian oikonomia, originating
in the home, the purview of women. Mimesis, the Platonic art described by Derrida through
Kant of the Third Critique, exists in opposition to economics. However, Derrida sets out to
undo that assumption through the invention of economimesis. “It would appear that mimesis
and oikonomia could have nothing to do with one another. The point is to demonstrate the
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contrary, to exhibit the systematic link between the two” (4). That economics exists as an
external expression of a community’s part of the period of an evolving modernity originated
in the seventeenth century Netherlands (see chapter one). Derrida examines Kant’s
distinction between the Fine Art and handicrafts, exploring the hierarchies of form based on
remuneration (salary) vs. the free expression of genius. In reference to the private, the
personal, and the ‘oikos’ that is outside of any sort of market, he writes “there is in this a sort
of pure economy in which the oikos, what belongs essentially to the definition (le propre) of
man, is reflected in his pure freedom and his pure productivity” (9). Pure freedom and
productivity reflect the ‘true art’, separate from that of an economy. Yet, the economy is tied,
according to Derrida, into the mimetic expression of a human psyche, separate from nature
(physis) but actually unfolding in tandem, collaboratively.
Derrida coins the term economimesis, to indicate the conflation of these disparate
concepts, economy and art. Art, as Plato decreed, is a mimetic undertaking of the translation
of nature. If we are serious about recuperating a conflation or rather the embedding of an
understanding of the economy, of exchange, or remuneration within an aesthetic, within the
beautiful and the free play of the imagination, then we need to seriously consider porcelain as
the place where this conflation is manifested. Derrida helps situate the argument with his
analysis of Kant’s separation of the remunerative and the free. Kant has set up a double bind,
but instead of seeing the value, the beauty and the necessity in linking the two, he has created
imperative boundaries – a hierarchy, actually.
Attention is required here to seize the organic linchpin of the system: the two
arts (liberal and mercenary) are not two totalities independent of or indifferent
to one another. Liberal art relates to mercenary art as the mind does to the
body, and it cannot produce itself, in its freedom, without the very thing that it
subordinates to itself, without the force of mechanical structure which in every
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sense of the word it supposes-the mechanical agency, mercenary, laborious,
deprived of pleasure (Derrida 7).
Porcelain, as we have seen, is no longer just a material, but a symbolic expression of a human
made treasure, one with a history and a context that allies it with the capacity to further
develop this potential. This potential is part of an increasingly hybridized postmodernity that
continues apace, one that inevitably blurs the division between the aesthetic and the
economic.
Bourgeois’s Nature Study provides a clue to the increasing hybridity inherent in
postmodernism and globalization, allowing a greater access into the continued broadening of
possibilities, both within the realm of the aesthetic and the realm of the economic. Exteriority
as expressed in the art of an object created in an ancient French porcelain factory can in fact
be linked to the economic policies and experiments of the time. Economics, as we will
further discover in the writings of Stephen Marglin, is an inexact science and applied in an
overly theoretical manner can have dire consequences. The art of Louise Bourgeois is also an
experiment, the trace of a psyche with much energy and need to be seen.
Bourgeois and the psychoanalytic transgressing the boundary of the personal to the
public, the interior toward the economic, brings us to the next section that refers to the
artwork of Ai Weiwei and the global aesthetic consideration of Gayatri Spivak. The
subaltern, the historically under-represented trace of the productive force fueling the
economy, yet remaining hidden, is linked to Bourgeois’s exposure of the unconscious, the
Oedipal and the feminine, traditionally hidden and rarely expressed signifiers. In addition,
economist Amartya Sen describes policies not unlike those derived from the Washington
Consensus in his work about development and freedom.
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5.4

The Artist as Representative

“Too much hate for the craft kills the work of art and too much love kills the artist”
Luis Camnitzer29

The linkage between the ambiguous porcelain object by Louise Bourgeois, Nature
Study, an individual sculpture, rendered as an edition by the Sèvres Porcelain factory in a
Parisian suburb and Ai Weiwei’s monumental Sunflower Seeds Project may seem disjointed
at first. However, the artworks share several characteristics, not the least of which is their
inherently contemporary condition. Both artists were able to take advantage of existing
porcelain facilities, for Bourgeois in her homeland of France and for Ai, his of China. Both
used this ancient and traditional material, porcelain, to execute their concept. And finally,
both rely on a strong artistic reputation to develop their work in this medium. Ai Weiwei’s
work, however, embraces the political, the social and the economic in contrast to Bourgeois’
deeply personal motif, and therefore could be considered as an example within the global
episteme.
Ai Weiwei has a strong history and relationship with ceramics as an art material
stemming from his early years as a student (Tinari 31). He considers ceramics within a lovehate relationship. He is a connoisseur and expert in the history and cultural context of
ceramics history, specifically that of the ceramics of China and especially the porcelain
works of the Ming through the Qing dynasties. He “does ceramics”, as an artist from a short
distance, like Koons, directing the craftsmen to produce his concepts. “Ai Weiwei’s saying
that he ‘does ceramics’ is perhaps one way for him to confirm that he is not a “ceramic
artist.” He thereby distances himself from a practice once epitomized by an intimate
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manipulation of clay as well as its practitioners’ more recent, oft-stated aspiration to erode
the line between craft and art” (Moore and Torchia 12). This distance is born of a disdain that
bears the earmarks of a distinct ambiguousness, as he says, a love-hate relationship with the
material. One way of not getting your hands dirty, so to speak, is to have others do the skilled
labor part of the production for you. Ai’s productive output is of such a sort and the
Sunflower Seed Project is an extreme example.
In 2010, Ai Weiwei oversaw the installation of one hundred million porcelain
sunflower seeds at the Tate Gallery in London. The installation weighed a total of 150 tons
and covered 1,000 square meters with 10 cm of seeds. In some ways similar to Walter
Demaria’s Earth Room on permanent display in New York’s Soho district, Ai’s project
encompasses a far broader host of questions and complications. The Seeds project took 1,600
people working in the historic porcelain region of Jingdezhen, China, two and a half years to
accomplish. According to Ai’s account, he worked in Jingdezhen for five or six years prior to
the manufacture of the Seeds as he slowly developed the idea. The sunflower seed is a
popular snack product in China, the shells from eating the seeds rapidly littering streets and
subway platforms creating a ubiquitous blanket of the familiar food stuff. Mao Tze Tung also
revered the sunflower as symbol of the cultural revolution and posters of the chairman show
him with sunflowers surrounding his face.
Ai Weiwei’s project embodies those references but transcends the mere
representation of the sunflower and pierces the very nature of the production of these
particular seeds. As mentioned in chapter one, Jingdezhen is the place where porcelain
originated. The site of the porcelain city is also the site of the very first pottery discovered
there, dating from 20,000 years BCE (Wu, X et al). That is 10,000 years before farming
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developed. As the most ancient site in the world for the production of pottery, it bears noting
that Jingdezhen is the place in which porcelain emerged. The region around Jingdezhen is
rich in kaolin, the primary ingredient in the manufacture of porcelain. In addition,
generations of potters make their living in Jingdezhen, many of those descendants assisted Ai
Weiwei with the skilled work necessary in realizing this project. The cultural tradition and
brilliance of the “quintessentially Chinese process” of turning clay into stone is
a process that carries the memory of a promethean moment of boldness, but
which has been systematized at every moment in Chinese history in ways that
reflect the larger social and aesthetic order of the time – from the imperial kiln
machine of old Jingdezhen during the Ming and Qing dynasties (1368-1911)
to the commercial squalor of the same city today, awash in low- cost, lowquality pots for export. It is a process that can create objects of either
incalculable value or negligible worth, a process that can produce art at the
highest level or sink to a cut throat economic calculus of dirt for clay and coal
for fire, always eliding the labor that distinguishes one result from another.
(Tinari 33).

These paradoxical equivalencies set the stage for Ai’s approach to porcelain as this
monumental installation is created out of material that expresses in an intimate way, in these
tiny seeds, the vast history of porcelain, the cultural revolution, an economic boon to an oft
lagging center of ceramic production and a popular reference to a ubiquitous snack. The
Sunflower Seeds Project is an expression of a contemporary language, that of art, sometimes
obscure, but in this instance simple and huge. The largess of the piece contains certain
problems that were observed in London’s Tate Gallery upon installation. The installation was
meant to be walked on and within a week had created so much dust that it was clear walking
on the seeds would be unavailable to the public (Smith, NYT). In addition, the vastness of
the sheer volume of seeds renders them anomalous within the art market, both as supplies
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emerge on Ebay and Etsy and as ‘fakes’ are continued to be produced in Jingdezhen and also
offered for sale online. The entire notion of appropriation is in play.
Ai’s work in ceramics is steeped in the tradition of appropriation and he
acknowledges a debt to Marcel Duchamp, in particular to the found object work of the first
part of the twentieth century. Ai’s “exploration of found-object sculpture [was] developed
during his years in the United States in response to encountering the work of Marcel
Duchamp” (Moore and Torchia 13). Although Duchamp’s Fountain was made of porcelain,
like Bourgeois, its material composition wasn’t the primary preoccupation for either artist.
For Duchamp, the happenstance nature of the material in his readymades interjects a
disregard for the actual pains of making at stake in the production of an object, particularly in
porcelain. The streets of Jingdezhen, scattered with the detritus of a glutted market for kitsch,
tchotchkes and cheap souvenirs for a mass audience, are in distinct contrast with that of the
production of a work of art destined for the Tate Modern in London. Ai Weiwei’s uneasy
interaction with the material is far more engaged, even at a distance. He doesn’t participate in
the daily practice of the actual labor involved in developing the skill necessary to produce his
own work. Instead, he relies upon an art world system that sees the concept as king,
embracing the conceptual nature of work in exchange for a distance from labor.
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Ai’s vision for the Sunflower Seed Project is one that could not have been
accomplished without the communal nature of Jingdezhen. The history of the porcelain city,
as it is also known, includes centuries of production of the rare white clay stuff. As I write in
chapter one, the early European exposure to porcelain was in the form of Chinese exports
that were first distributed by the Dutch, all of which originated in this ancient ceramic city.
Today, the area’s production has ossified into one of traditional forms that rely on the steady
hand of custom and the predictable expectations of the Asian ware. Ai observes the town
used to be dedicated to “making porcelain for the emperor’s court” and that “for generations
people refined the shape of a bowl or a vase. It is a very fixed language”. He goes on to say
the “we have been working here for five or six years just to find out the possibilities of
employing the old technique to modern, contemporary language” (Sunflower Seeds film).
The problem of porcelain as a contemporary art material is a double bind. It is difficult and
tricky, requiring the artist many years to achieve skill enough to produce an idea that is not
steeped in only the material itself or the history of its production. And it is traditionally a
material with a powerful cultural history that inhibits its use in art except for those who are
finding its potential in the contemporary expression of art beyond the materiality of
sentiment and limitation. As such, Ai’s seeds find their way through the interstices in the vast
numbers of skilled Chinese craftspeople and Ai’s understanding of contemporary art. He
translates the material into a contemporary language, a new beginning perhaps; a conceptual
art that doesn’t negate the making, the materiality, or the ‘craftiness’ of the object.
Ai Weiwei’s access to the resources to produce a project of the scale of the sunflower
seeds allows for a break with tradition, yet enfolding the project within the walls of the very
traditions he seeks to transgress. The hidden resources within each seed are the people,
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mostly women, who actually made the seeds nested within the community of Jingdezhen.
Production and making are important aspects of the project. The global implications of
Sunflower Seeds are present in the exhibition itself. Ai is sensitive to the power of the
internet and has captured the production of the piece on digital film which is available for
anyone to see. Ai is interested in revealing the process and the people involved. He still
stands as the boss of the production, the artist in charge, with particular demands for each
seed. He converses with women making seeds both in a communal workshop and in the
country nearby, visiting a grandmother who is making seeds at her kitchen table, while the
domestic reality of her life flows on around her.
The economic impact on the citizens of Jingdezhen is easy to understand. The scale
of the project, the accessibility to helping by over a thousand workers whose main source of
income during the project were provided by Ai Weiwei via Unilever30, and the two years it
took to complete would have sustained these artisans who otherwise may have had to
struggle in a difficult industry. But, once the work was complete, so ended the financial
remuneration. Ai Weiwei’s art installation satisfied the art world system, his contract with
Unilever and the Tate and elevated his status as an artist in the broad art market that is a
global system. It is only through his continued efforts in Jingdezhen that he continues to add
to the economic condition of the workers in that place. When Ai’s projects stop, then his
direct impact on the economy there stops. However, Ai’s projects clear the way for other
projects, for other artists to interject positive action and continue to seek recuperative energy
toward a continuing contemporizing of the ancient porcelain city. Ai returns the world’s
gaze, even briefly, to the original center for the porcelain arts, and that attention has had a
powerful effect. As such, the social component of Ai’s Seeds Project has a lasting impact and
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import in relation to the overall wellness of the people of Jingdezhen. The complex hybridity
inherent in the way Ai approaches his work, with an eye on the people and culture within
which he exists within concurrently while navigating a complex, international art world
system places his use of porcelain in a particular place among others working with the same
medium.
5.5

Globalization, Capitalism and Alterity

Ai Weiwei’s Sunflower Seed Project embodies the hybridity of the post-modern by
existing in the global art world system and simultaneously living within the very Chinese
condition of porcelain and the place where it originated, Jingdezhen. Alterity and the
subaltern, the hidden, the ‘other’ is the subject of Gayatri Spivak. Ai’s work at Jingdezhen
brings the formerly hidden world of the production of porcelain to an ever greater
consciousness. However, Spivak’s consideration of the aesthetic within the context of
globalization and the other bears our attention. With the aesthetic experience at the forefront
of our consciousness and a desire to link aesthetics to life, Spivak provides an insightful and
prescient analysis of philosophy and Marxist reasoning in An Aesthetic Education in the Era
of Globalization. She riffs on Schiller’s famous letters to a Danish Prince, Friedrich Christian
of Schleswig-Holstein-Augustenburg, citing the important concept of the double bind in
Bateson as a way through her premise, that the “reasonable and rational hang out as a
difference” in subalternity. She prods us to “parse the desires (not the need) of collective
examples of subalternity” (34). She also writes at length of Kant, citing Schiller as a Kantian,
claiming Schiller’s mistaken attempt to apply Kantian reasoning to the actual subject of
aesthetic education through the process of play. According to Spivak, Schiller makes the
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mistake of trying to “turn the desire of philosophy into its fulfillment” (19). Aesthetic
education, which included literature as well as the visual arts, would then, according to
Schiller and also Spivak, ‘misunderstand’ Kant in this respect in order to apply his analysis
of aesthetics for use as the subject in the cultivation of a sophisticated art. As such, it is
possible, by utilizing the double bind, to begin to tease out the potential of the economic
function of aesthetics as a way through the disembodied character of the economics as a
purely market driven force. For Ai Weiwei and the Sunflower Seed Project, the market
underpinning the work remains hidden. He reveals production as the pivotal system within
the community and paints a picture of the positive side of work in service to the artist. But
the real financial support for the project comes from Unilever, a multinational corporation
seeking to associate its brand’s identity with the prestige inherent in the Tate’s Turbine Hall,
a distant entity from the hills of Jingdezhen. However, and this may be an unintentional
consequence, the ‘fake’ seeds, produced after Ai Weiwei’s project is completed and for sale
on Etsy and Ebay, may actually continue to provide income to some producers, a
transgressive ‘stealing’ of the artist’s intellectual property. Ai Weiwei seems unconcerned.
Capitalism is inextricably linked to globalization. Aesthetic and economic linkages
are mined in the depths of analysis present in Spivak. Aesthetics, as such, includes the
ethical, from the pages of Kant and Schiller. Kant posits that “the beautiful is the symbol of
the morally good” (CJ 180) and as such, would infuse art with the condition of a sense of
morality, a sense of reaching for a higher cognitive function that recognizes and is able to
produce the beautiful. Economics, not necessarily capitalism, per se, is part of a far broader
expanse of processes within the human condition, ever deepening and broadening spheres of
influence and impact within communities. Late stage capitalism, as described and practiced
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in the essentially classical economic tradition of the Austrian school, the implied practices
articulated by Hayek and Friedman, recuperating the so-called liberal policies of Smith and
Mill, does not include the necessity of the beautiful or the aesthetic. Classical economics
may, in fact, be the site of the strengthening of the modern impulse of classification,
taxonomies, specialization and segregation so prevalent in the short term successes of global
capital markets. The liberal, in the terms of classical economics, is inextricably linked to
freedom, yet economics fails to consider Kant’s position:
One of the various supposed contradictions in this complete distinction of the
causality of nature from that through freedom is expressed in the objection
that when I speak of hindrances opposed by nature to causality according to
laws of freedom (moral laws) or of assistance lent to it by nature, I am all the
time admitting an influence of the former upon the latter (CJ 30).
This position links Kant’s freedom with laws that govern behavior. A pure market economy,
unfettered by any sort of political regulation that takes into consideration the whole of a
population and the social condition of its governing authority, neglects the greater good out
of a myopic view of economics as a specialized body. Laissez-faire market economics will
behave in a socially Darwinian manner, unfettered and strictly bound by ‘natural’ limits that
resemble nature, but a nature unbounded by governing principles involving the relationships
necessary in retaining an environment, peace and general conditions for healthy interactions.
Modernity’s ever specializing force leaves the need for the complex, the embedded, and the
subaltern aside, because the profit impulse has become disinterested in its environmental and
social impact. The environment must include all of nature, together with society and all of its
functions. The market as sole interest, as a disconnected and specialized feature of an
economic system, will eventually destroy itself and nature and society with it. Therefore, the
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isolating quality of classical economics disconnects the deeper human condition from the
participating and the healthy involvement of an aesthetic community.
In another text by Spivak, Does the Subaltern Speak?, the author examines a
discourse between Foucault and Deleuze on the subject of the Other, from a Marxist
perspective. In this critique, Spivak identifies the need and possibility for the “collective
agency” within a community as representation, that is politically and economically, as an
emergent progression. A community based on a hierarchy that privileges the family as its
primary economic and social condition is part of the real condition of being that Ai’s work
encounters. In the Seeds Project, a family in the town of Jingdezhen is seen as a part of the
production of the seeds as he trains his camera on the grandmother working at home in an
extended family organization, one that includes multiple generations and exists further into
the countryside in a more rural setting than those working in the workshops of Jingdezhen
itself. Here we see an aspect of the production process as “piece work”, a method of having
the labor force work from anywhere that is feasible. In the case of the grandmother in the
countryside, she was able to work at the kitchen table while dinner was being prepared in the
background and the children were playing and curious about the camera crew filming the
interview. Ai says that this manner of work “is really the old tradition. People produce things
at home. You can work for one hour, feed your child, then you can cook for your husband,
maybe buy some vegetables, then work for another half hour waiting for the food to cook, it
is a really good way to work” (Film). What is interesting in Ai’s film is that all of the people
making his seeds are women. There is a dialogue between Ai and the oldest worker in the
rural home that he visits where four women are gathered around the table making seeds, and
they discuss Chairman Mao. He goes on to describe Mao’s use of the sunflower seed in the
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propagandistic portraits produced during the cultural revolution. But what is curious in this
scene is the preponderance of women working on the seeds. Where are the men? In the
fields, perhaps? We are in the home of the other, the unrepresented, the subaltern. The voice
of the woman, briefly describing her awareness of Mao (she was alive when he was active)
does not represent the depth of her actual response to the political condition, to the social,
economic and shifting arena of life in hills surrounding Jingdezhen. Spivak would ask how
this “other” the subaltern, might speak. I would imagine the ability to speak from this place,
speak to power, speak from the recesses of a psyche revealed, would require a huge shift in
the condition present in China today, one that would have to remove the restraints on access
to education, language, discourse, and technology. The subaltern in China has a glimmer of a
representative in Ai Weiwei.
5.6

Development and Freedom
Amartya Sen’s economics transgresses traditional “classical” economics in his

attempt and dedication to development economics including welfare studies and especially
the effects of famine on the very poor. Sen also reflects on the impact of women in
developmental economies, especially in education. In his classic text, Development and
Freedom, Sen distills economic theory into a relatively simple treatise on the importance of
women in development and the freedom within communities to decide on the specific course
of outcomes. Sen is a true proponent of democracy, an open condition that reflects the needs
and desires of specific communities working within and tolerant of the necessity of discourse
and dissent.
A proper understanding of what economic needs are, their content and force,
requires discussion and exchange. Political and civil rights, especially those
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related to the guaranteeing of open discussion, debate, criticism, and dissent,
are central to the process of generating informed and reflected choices (Sen
153).

Sen might view Ai Weiwei’s project from the point of view of a condition of development, a
sign of progress that Sen believes in. Since Ai has brought a large project to Jingdezhen, it
(the Seeds Project) seems to allow for some relief for a spell, as long as the project lasts. The
problem in Ai Weiwei’s approach from an economic perspective is that the particular project
is temporary. He hasn’t cracked the systemic code of the work needed to shift Jingdezhen
from a borderline city, past its heyday, like the towns in Ohio and Stoke-on-Trent, whose
porcelain kilns have shut down due to increased efficiencies in other parts of the world, to a
more sustainable production environment. The relational conditions necessary for Ai Weiwei
to focus his very able mind to that work does not seem forthcoming.
However, the advent of a massive international art star, one of Ai Weiwei’s stature,
still holds sway over the relief he provides to those who were fortunate enough to participate
in the production of the Sunflower Seeds and his other projects. But, like so many other
incidences of the economic factors of globalization, the Sunflower Seeds were exported first
to London’s Tate Gallery then in smaller quantities all over the world. Be that as it may, the
financial benefits for the work rendered had a positive effect and may, potentially, open the
way for future projects with other artists.
5.7

Arlene Shechet and the Double Bind
Like Ai Weiwei, Shechet is also interested in the roots of porcelain, but employs a

different sort of deconstruction, representing the topological episteme. In her case, the
European seat of porcelain’s beginning at the Meissen Porcelain Factory. Topological
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because place is essential in the unfolding narrative of porcelain’s materiality and its origin in
Germany. As such, Meissen suits this artist’s exploration of the history of porcelain, its
aristocratic heritage and the history and geography of meaning inherent in the coupling of the
contemporary and porcelain’s legacy. Twenty minutes or so outside of Dresden in what was
formerly part of East Germany, Meissen remained closed to artistic residencies by foreign
nationals, unlike Sèvres, until 2010. Jingdezhen has been loosening its ties to that secret for
centuries, since the insightful eyes of the priest Dentrecolles sent his missives to Paris in the
early eighteenth century to help establish the Sèvres manufactory31. Meissen, however, has
its own history, context and progression distinct from the other two examples in an
increasingly global and sophisticated market. Also, like Ai Weiwei, Shechet appropriates
techniques, materials and labor at the Meissen facility to express her personal interpretation
of the project at hand. For Meissen, Shechet provides an opportunity to reconsider its
position in a contemporary world, and for Shechet, her residency there provides a rare
glimpse into the workings of one of the most prestigious porcelain manufactories in the
world, one that has certainly played an important role in the development of political, cultural
and economic conditions in Germany and beyond since its inception in 1710.
This final section in this overall treatment of porcelain, its history and context within
the economic and philosophic conditions of the various eras called to question, returns to the
start of this project. The topological immerses us in the imaginary contingency of the past
into the present, within a place. “Where, in a linear, metric form of time, events from the past
are gone and can no longer influence the present, topological forms of time are capable of
bringing events from the remote past into contact with the present” (Bryant 163). Meissen
established the first successful porcelain manufactory outside of China and has sustained
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production to the present day. The interventions of contemporary artists allow Meissen to be
reconsidered both critically and as a model for the potential of porcelain as a paradigmatic
material in establishing the artist as key player in an embedded aesthetic and economic
position within a social process. Both Meissen and Sèvres provide further proof of
porcelain’s locus as a material that holds the capacity to express both the aesthetic ideals of
the artist while existing within an embedded economy. However, the notion of the double
bind assists in this search for a sort of philosopher’s stone, a way forward in nesting the
aesthetic and the economic into a theoretical framework that can then be applied in the world,
in order to establish the artist as an essential character in society, culture and especially the
local condition of inspiring being in a place.
Economics and aesthetics, as has been shown, have held an uncomfortable
relationship since the end of the Renaissance; a double bind. In Violence and the Sacred,
René Girard posits that “the double bind—[is] a contradictory double imperative, or rather a
whole network of contradictory imperatives— … an extremely common phenomenon. In
fact, it is so common that it might be said to form the basis of all human relationships” (147).
The Hegelian dialectical process seeks to address the contradictions inherent in the double
bind, but synthesis leading to an absolute may be an unhelpful end. The art and craft divide is
an example of a double bind, one that emerged as part of the modernist impulse toward
specialization, separation and hierarchic conditional value within the realm of the creative,
especially in the visual arts, emphasizing the increasingly problematic condition inherent in
an overly reductionist methodology. The art and craft divide emerged as the epistemological
and episteme became privileged over techne, experience. The double bind also introduces
notions of schizophrenia, the confusion described by Deleuze and Guattari, and Bateson.
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“Double bind is the term used by Gregory Bateson to describe the simultaneous transmission
of two kinds of messages, one of which contradicts the other… Bateson sees in this
phenomenon a particularly schizophrenizing situation … It seems to us that the double bind,
the double impasse, is instead a common situation” (Deleuze and Guattari 79-80). In the
reformulation of the idea of the double bind, in Bateson and further extrapolated by Deleuze
and Guattari, we begin to grasp a thread of a methodology that might lead to a loosening of
the grip of the distinction between creative aspects of permanent yet ephemeral, conceptual
and concrete, and more specifically for our purposes here, the economic and the aesthetic. As
discussed in chapter three, the art and craft distinctions emerged as part of the modern
impulse toward specialization, and that those distinctions are part of a larger proclivity
toward greater granularity that has allowed economics to become a category unto itself. If art
and craft constitute a ‘double bind’ couldn’t porcelain be seen as the ‘solution’ of the double
bind? Neither ‘pure art’ nor ‘mere craft’? The double bind serves as a helpful indicator
toward the desiring integration of beauty, the aesthetic, and accounting inherent in
economics. That production and hidden modes of production were washed out in the rush to
create separate categories of art separated from labor are part of the double bind. In Shechet’s
porcelain at Meissen, there is revealed the double bind inherent in the molds and methods of
production at the old porcelain factory. Shechet made plaster reproductions of original
factory molds, which she then assembled to produce a variety of cast, hand-painted porcelain
forms; her resulting “molds of molds” merge what is precious and luxurious with the
industrial and usually hidden. The work she produced during this time celebrates and
subverts the language and craftsmanship of the world’s preeminent porcelain manufacturer.32
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Shechet’s work at Meissen turns traditional production processes in use for over three
hundred years inside out. Here again, Lacan’s notion of extimacy comes in handy, as “the
exterior is present in the interior. The most interior – this is how the dictionary defines
‘intimate’ (l’intime) – has, in the analytic experience, a quality of exteriority. This is why
Lacan invented the term extimité” (Miller). Lacan expresses this notion of a process of in and
out and as such opens the way for the other. The act of creating art out of the production tool
in the form of a mold, the other, some of which date back hundreds of years, creates this odd
reversal of the object and the subject, the upper and lower and, as in Lacan, the interior and
the exterior. The objects produced from this method, however, do not present a sense of
confusion but rather reveal a hitherto unspoken reference to making, the oft quiet and hidden
aspect of production. Opening this aspect of the process lends the heretofore staid quality of
the porcelain manufactory the sparklingly novel possibility of play. Spivak observes that “in
On the Aesthetic Education of Man, Friedrich Schiller tried to undo the double bind of mind
and body by suggesting the Spieltrieb – the ‘play drive,’ art as a balancing act that will save
society” (19). Alterity, or the Other, is too often the hidden representative of work, the skilled
laborer, who possesses and manages the mastery of production, prioritizing process and the
beautiful in a celebration of being part of the making of the world. Play and the double bind
come together in an effort to find beauty in the revealed, to open flows of reterritorialization
of what is even fair game as art, deepening not the conceptual, of say Duchamp, but the
actual, by including making as an aspect of the process of globalization. The global is
inherent in the work of Shechet, an American artist invited to make in Germany, to reinvent
the traditional partitions in place at the revered Meissen. As such, Shechet’s interventions
allow a hybridity present in the postmodern not to undermine authority, per se, but to expand
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conditions that limit the actual in place in Dresden. The aspect of play in Shechet’s presence
at the factory allows her access to methods and people that we haven’t heard from -- laborers
whose efforts are dismissed after the punch of the time card at the end of the day.
Shechet’s works that she created while in residency at Meissen were installed in the
Portico Gallery in 2016, at the former home of Henry Clay Frick, designed by Hastings and
constructed in 1913-1914, amongst a selection of works of Meissen porcelains from Henry
Arnhold’s collection. The installation is a collage of elements, interspersing Shechet’s
contemporary reimaging of the Meissen syntax with the historic works from the Arnhold
collection. The result is a delightful hybrid reinvention of a classical collection of antiquities
interspersed with a considered interpretation of the possibilities of Meissen’s capacity as a
porcelain manufacturer, operating uninterrupted since 1708. Shechet’s research has been
inspired by a consideration of the plinth, the pedestal and what is behind an object. As such,
her work in this installation included the verso of many of the porcelains in the Frick’s
collection. Her most interesting and telling work within this group of pieces is the molds of
molds that she made and that held her attention for the duration of her two-year residency at
the German factory.
Shechet exposed the molds by actually making a mold of the mold itself, including
all of the traces of their industrial history, relishing the imperfections inherent in industrial
tools and celebrating the usually unseen aspects of the laborer of the production purpose.
“Scallop Bowl”, 2012, is displayed at the Frick with one of its original antecedents, a fluted
bowl, the impression taken from the original mold that served to model for Shechet’s mold.
Shechet’s unique work of art sits beneath the precious fluted bowl, 1730, a contemporary
sign, a symbolic character acting as a negative to the bowl’s positive. The two objects sit in a
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sort of cross centenary discourse, a dialogue from the orientalist original to the contemporary
interpretation, a dense package of the ideas and events that stand between the two objects.
Yet, they coexist peacefully, embodying the double bind that would castigate the making, the
mold, the worker in favor of the hierarchic superior, the perfect, the royal personage of the
fluted bowl, whose operation as a perfect representation of the idea of the bowl is rendered
by a host of artisans in the old factory, possibly heading for a dignitary as a diplomatic gift.
Henry Arnhold, the custodian of his ancestor’s impulse, collected and contained the precious
porcelain objects and held them in abeyance from the everyday use of the kitchen and dining
room. The porcelains were displayed in glass cases, to be admired but never used. Shechet
attempts to take a step forward in the adventure of use with her interventions, but falls short
as they continue to occupy the same realm as the antiques, some behind glass, some exposed
but on shelves and tables, not intended for the dining room table, but reserved for the parlor,
the portico.
However, Shechet’s failure is far from complete. Her willingness and ability to
exercise such a massive intervention into the workings of Meissen’s usually closed off
facilities emphasizes porcelain’s potential as a material perhaps better able to participate in a
broader context today than during the baroque era of its European origin. Duchamp’s urinal,
“Fountain”, 1917, is a shout – Shechet’s work, although loudly proclaiming its
contemporaneity, is far from shouting. It holds the nuanced effect of seductively drawing you
into its complex web of considerations, introducing notions of imperfection, allowing the
hand and the process to bleed through by way of cracks, seams and fissures left on the
surface of the porcelain forms, traces of the use of the molds in the industrial setting from
which they were appropriated. Yet, she maintains a kind of reverence for the material, a
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respect and a consideration for both its complexity and for its history and longevity. Shechet
pushes porcelain’s relevance, aiding Meissen to persist and renew its germane position in the
context of a progressive and evolving world system, one that remains and is increasingly post
modern on a rapidly changing world stage. Shechet’s hybrid symbology acts as a link
between the historic and the contemporary, speaking for the unheard and representing the
unseen.
By making molds of the molds, Shechet reveals the mold, the subaltern, so to speak,
of the medium. The workhorse of the porcelain studio, the proletariat and the laborer, the
molds used to produce consistent reproductions of original artworks within the porcelain
tradition are usually hidden from view. These mimetic tools reproduce, sometimes over
centuries, works that might have been used as diplomatic gifts to the aristocratic cohort of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Shechet’s molds of molds are then decorated in a turn
about, as if they were the original items. Repurposing these old and sometimes neglected
artifacts, she revitalizes the archives at the porcelain manufacturer with a contemporary eye.
The works produced in Dresden under Shechet’s hand reinvent the historic Meissen and
revitalize its interest for a contemporary audience. Exhibitions of this work, intermingling
with the historic Meissen porcelain, presented at the Frick Collection in New York City, and
the RISD Museum of Art in Providence, Rhode Island, found purchase in the historic
collections of Meissen at both institutions.
The notion of the subaltern in Shechet’s Meissen work is applied to the inanimate
object, the subject of the artwork, the mold, represented as the object, reversing the
subject/object relationship and the circling of thing and gap, the positive and the negative.
Decoration belies the utilitarian nature of the mold, celebrating instead its form as an object
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of interest in and of itself. Molds in the production of porcelain are a commonplace aspect of
making, but creating the mold itself in porcelain is an innovation rarely seen and certainly not
seen in juxtaposition with the original vintage artworks from a manufactory of the prestige of
Meissen. Porcelain is valued because of its purity, its remove from the complexity inherent in
a relationship with the “other”, the hidden, the how to, and the ordinary. The name for its
formula itself, the Arcanum, indicates something exotic, secret, and inaccessible. For
Shechet, these barriers are outdated, and necessarily in need of question, to confront and
reconsider. Shechet’s porcelain work at Meissen provides a much needed respite from the old
fashioned and often orientalist artwork that the formerly fashionable porcelain once held.

The production facilities at Meissen involve a division of labor, across the boards.
“It’s a factory in the most religious sense of the word–a complete fragmentation of duties. I
spoke to people who had been there for forty years and knew nothing about porcelain. … ‘I
just paint cherries’. So specific” (Shechet 152). A factory, perhaps, but the term industrial
seems at odds with the extensive hands-on quality of the porcelain production process. The
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porcelain manufacturer tends to be rooted in traditional processes that predate
industrialization. Jingdezhen is an example of a pre-industrial porcelain production situation
where labor and expertise trump mechanization. Wedgewood (see chapter one), by contrast,
embraced the mechanization of production as an early adopter of industrial innovations,
finding novel ways to use the rising nascent technologies coming out of England such as the
steam engine, allowing for a more efficient and less labor intensive element to assist in the
production process. These sorts of technical advances freed the potter/artist from the
arduousness of the traditional methods inherent in old school ceramic production. To create
an object from beginning to end, to bring to fruition the object and be part of the process as
such is the definition of artisanship. The factory, and to a degree industrialization, separates
tasks so that each step is given to someone who is then responsible for its completion and
becomes an expert in its doing. The worker tasked with painting cherries masters that
particular step, but is deprived of gaining knowledge of the full process. That sort of division
of labor leads to what Kant described as “drudgery” in his explication of the difference
between art and handicraft. Kant’s famous divide of art and craft rests on the notion of
remuneration vs. the free (CJ 133). Kant’s understanding leads to Schiller’s call for play in
art as Spivak furthers the notion of play in the contemporary. It is drudgery to do the same
thing over and over again, to have no ability or access to other aspects of the operation and
therefore be left out of the loop of the creative process. This is a product of industrialization
and capitalism. The division of labor to increase productivity for an abstract “market”,
increasing the speed with which objects can be created or perfecting the technique of
production leads to the deadening of the very items that are being produced. In the case of
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Meissen, this is a dependence on past designs. Shechet’s interventions allow the factory to
stay relevant in an increasingly complex global market place.
Advances in technology, however, applied in a moderate condition, such as electric
wheels, motors for clay mixing and computerized kiln firing, do not necessarily equate
industrialization. Industrialization, as such, represents the shift from an agrarian, land based
economy and culture to an urbanized, manufacture based economy relying more and more
powerfully on free markets. A traditional, artisanal form of manufacture, such as found at
Meissen, and Sèvres and the entire city of Jingdezhen, confound the very notion of
industrialization. The industrial stands as the artisanal’s opposite, relying on the division of
labor, the global market place as the source of dispersal, and negating the local ecology and
sociological priorities for the precedency inherent under a capital driven situation.
Production, the value of labor, the hidden values of artistic production, from a Marxist
position, hinges on recognition and acknowledgement in the form of wages. The reification
of labor creates value in the form of objects, and those objects find their way into the market.
For Shechet, that market is the art world system that resembles the old porcelain factory of
the aristocratic episteme, with opaque dealings, auction houses establishing pricing,
provenance and prestige pushing up the prices of work and their perceived value. Art at this
level functions as a holder of value, an abstract expression of exchange that acknowledges
relationships and the mediated connections within a network of signifiers, valorizing the
inherent and the implied esteem that ownership of an object conveys. However, it also
represents a community, one that is determined by relationships, power, and money. The
affect of globalization removes the once place oriented barriers inherent in the limits of
relationship building. The global art world system insinuates itself into a far broader social
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context, expanding the ability of art to exist in farther flung places, disconnected from the
locales that are often host to the situational process of their presence.
Globalization, aided by capitalism and the unifying impulses of modernity, creates an
unfortunate hegemony of universals that are impossible to reconcile: a double bind.
However, globalization also expands the successful opening of market economies in regions
that formerly relied on an overly ancient hierarchy, preventing participation in a world
system that brings the possibility of prosperity, health and the progressive qualities of
equality, freedom, and democracy. Are these qualities wanted by all peoples? How are we to
know and is that what development and freedom is about? How can aesthetics and porcelain
as a material infiltrate this layer of a global understanding of current processes moving
economies rapidly toward an uncertain future? Porcelain, as such, lacks the specific necessity
to be essential. Porcelain contains a fascinating history, fraught with intrigue and mystery,
but it lacks the absolute fundamentals required for life. Porcelain deals with desire rather than
need. The Lacanian principle “that desire is what remains after need is subtracted from
demand” (Johnson 27) can be applied to porcelain. Porcelain represents excess, the excess of
energy remaining after need is fulfilled and desire remains. An interesting twist is that it can
also be applied to economics. Jouissance, the exquisite release of pleasure found in excess, is
contained within the porcelain object, concretizing the moment of release present in the final
act of making. The accomplishment of what the most utilitarian objects that are needed for
what a porcelain object might be able to fulfill, say a cup or a bowl, are easily fulfilled by
any number of other materials. But, porcelain creates a desire, seen originally in the earliest
form of porcelain in 17th and 18th century Europe (ch 1) and stretching into the present in the
hybrid nature of current artistic pratice. Porcelain, a very particular material, has a seductive
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appeal and frustrates with a constant elusiveness. It is almost a flirtatious material.
My argument of an embedded aesthetic economy uses porcelain as an example, one
whose neglect in this regard needed a recuperative treatment and I hope that this document
provides or at least begins to provide some groundwork toward that possibility. Porcelain has
been treated with a sort of connoisseur’s touch; erudition steeped in the particularities of
royal courts, yet a distinct lack of access into the how to of the manufacture itself.
Contemporary practice reveals the underbelly of making more and more, especially with
artists like Shechet, whose very intent is to get at what lies beneath the work itself. Shechet’s
concerns for the framework of an artwork is present in her work that raises the plinth, the
pedestal, and in the case of her work at Meissen, the mold – that condition of how a thing is
seen as an equal aesthetic consideration in a work of art. That which is under, below, is an
aspect of her intention that is of equal importance to that of the work displayed on its surface.
5.8

Techne and Episteme
The quest for an embedded economy within an aesthetic condition finds itself

thwarted along the road of the history outlined here in a review of economics and rise of
modernity’s impulse toward specialization. The notion of an embedded economy, one whose
very roots are drawn from a local and the imperative inherent in place drives an ideal in the
making. Porcelain can be part of the realization of the specificity of place and the artist as an
instrument of an embedded aesthetic economy. It is key to realizing the elegant and
delightful be contained within the pursuit of a sustainable approach to a revised philosophic
process that embodies the role of art in the project of the renewal of local and regional
economies, whose priorities must include the beautiful, the good and the essential.
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In Stephen Marglin’s The Dismal Science, the Harvard economist critiques
modernity’s reliance on empiricism, a weakness according to Marglin that infects the actual
ability of economics as practiced in the classical sense, to affect an improvement in the
quality of life for a majority of peoples around the world, in spite of reports to the contrary.
Marglin’s ideas about the limitations of economics stem from a review of the history of
economics as a pure ‘science’ practiced within the constraints of the political realm as well as
as an affront to community. As such, some of the issues present in mainstream economics as
practiced by western forces, corporate and otherwise, leave a scorched earth condition in its
wake. Marglin points out that “economics has a huge problem” in that it “reflects an ideology
that marginalizes experience”. Marglin posits that the difference between algorithmic
knowledge and experiential knowledge not only founds the basis of economics but goes all
the way back to the Greeks. He uses the words episteme and techne as equivalences for
algorithmic and experiential knowledge. He asserts that the use of the Greek terms signals
the dawn of the age of dispute about knowledge. In the Nicomachean Ethics, “Aristotle
restricts episteme to knowledge of and techne to knowledge how” (Marglin 136). Marglin
quotes the French classist Jean-Pierre Vernant who writes that “artisanal techne is not real
knowledge. The artisan’s … techne rests upon fidelity to a tradition which is not of a
scientific order but outside of which would hand him over, disarmed, to chance” (137).
While Marglin qualifies the notion that “it is too much to assert that the conception of
knowledge, and particularly the low view of craft knowledge, held by certain Greek
philosophers determined the Western conception for all time to come”. He goes on to credit
Descartes with the ‘honor’, suggesting that “Descartes is a Greek once removed:
mathematics … the model, and the model of the model was Euclid’s geometry” (139).
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Marglin points out that several issues are at hand in the rent of the fabric between knowledge
and experience, techne and episteme, art and craft, economics and community. The desire to
restore a condition, perhaps one that has tenuously appeared, disappeared, and now and again
reappeared, that of an aesthetic community within an embedded economy, presents a thorny
path and a difficult process to which porcelain contains only part of the story. However,
porcelain’s ability to provide clues can inform the willing pilgrim to proceed, with a certain
amount of knowledge, but also with an eye toward the accumulation of experience that,
weighed with reason, might provide a modicum of direction and perhaps a recognition of the
community necessary for a full life to emerge.
If the episteme reflects knowledge and knowledge exists in a void outside of
experience, then it is difficult to recommend a practice based on knowledge alone. The
negation of experience, the lack therein of the relational elements inherent in the social
application of exchange, kinship systems within a market economics belies the very
foundation of what we have come to know as human. Perhaps the rising specter of the cyber,
the hybrid nature of a voracious capacity to consume and eliminate shakes the earth beneath
our feet. However, the remedy may lie not in a Romantic notion of a return, per se, but in the
actual pursuit of a set of conditions, or processes that reveal a connection and fresh approach
to being that can begin the transformative healing necessary to recover from one hundred and
fifty years of development. What porcelain contributes to the recuperation of system that lost
its way is a nod to the permanent, the beautiful and the essential.
5.9

Conclusion to Chapter Five
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Chapter five has shown that there are three epistemic processes alive in the
contemporary. The neoliberal, the global and the topological epistemes all embody the
increasingly layered effect of the opening of society to the winds of a wildness inherent both
in economics (laissez-faire) and aesthetics. Louise Bourgeois’ foray into Sèvres’s workshops
of aristocratic porcelain fineness is part of a tradition of contemporary art practice dating
back to Lucio Fontana (ch3) and the French openness toward the avant-garde. Her
ambiguous figure, Nature Study, is neither male nor female, neither animal nor human. The
very material, porcelain, of its manufacture, contradicts its brutal and deeply psychological
origins. The fact of its commodification as a porcelain multiple, readily for sale, a product of
decades of development in her own mind and presented as a perfected idea in porcelain
bisque is an example of the double bind theory introduced in section two. But it is the
Oedipal condition of Melanie Klein’s object theory, part of Bourgeois’ personal history of
deep psychoanalysis, that blows open the field of the personal and the exposed condition of
woman, mother, and daughter present in this object. A schizophrenic entry into this period,
present in capitalism and informed by the double bind, is hinted at in Deleuze and Guattari.
Ai Weiwei’s monumental work, the Sunflower Seed Project, employed thousands of
workers in Jingdezhen, the global origin of porcelain manufacture, a Chinese city whose
history runs the risk of stifling its own relevance after so many centuries. Ai’s interventions
provided an apt reinvigoration of the porcelain production capacity at Jingdezhen, perhaps
opening the door to other artists, paving the way for more to take advantage of the expertise
available and evolving the old and problematic place with a fresh eye to new language. Ai is
concerned with the plight of those who live and work in Jingdezhen. His political work
embraces an understanding of the economics at play and presents a new, contemporary
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language into the workings of the heretofore strictly traditional habits of the pottery produced
there. His work represents a contemporary form of development, through the introduction of
contemporary art, to be exported to London and abroad, bringing an understanding of the
process with it.
Ai’s work also indicates the increasingly globalized condition of economies at play.
Using the theoretical fodder from Gayatri Spivak, the condition of the subaltern, the other,
the worker and the laborer are present in the extended work of Ai Weiwei’s Sunflower Seed
Project. An adept within the territory of technology, in particular Twitter and You Tube, Ai’s
project comes with film footage, produced by the Tate in London and shown on his website
about the project, about the making of the one hundred million seeds. This film identifies
those particular qualities inherent in Jingdezhen, exhibiting and extrapolating those who
made the seeds for the artist. Spivak valorizes these workers as the subaltern. For Spivak, can
this person speak? In China, for some, the claim would be that the artist speaks for them.
I end this narrative with the artist Arlene Shechet, whose interventions at Meissen
return my argument to the beginning of this text. Meissen, the original site of the first
successful production of porcelain outside of China, began working with contemporary
artists in 2010. Late to the game of attempting to reinvigorate their standing and markets,
Meissen’s foray into contemporary art was fittingly inclusive of the art of Shechet. Her work
there has come to be exhibited in concert with several collections in the United States,
including the Arnhold Collection at the Frick in New York City. I have attempted to illustrate
the paradoxical nature of Shechet’s work, often featuring the workhorses of the porcelain
workshop in the guise of the molds. As such, Shechet reverses the role of porcelain, revealing
the unseen, perhaps the subaltern of the studio, and aesthetically revealing a double bind.
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Finally, my attempt to inculcate an economic imperative with an aesthetic process
ends with the economist Stephen Marglin. His thoughts about the fissure between episteme
and techne also returns us to the start of my work and the role of Foucault in helping form
my methodology via the notion of episteme in establishing an historic tracery that maps a
prophetic function of the artist in an embedded economy. As such, Marglin argues against
classical economics and rests on the side of the embedded, local condition of economies that
embody experience and are weighted within the actual needs of those present in community.
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Conclusion : Toward an Econo-Aesthetics
In conclusion, I hope that this dissertation has opened new ground for research and
brought up certain questions that deserve further consideration. In my research, I uncovered a
wealth of material on porcelain and its history, much of which had been considered in an
exclusive territory, belying the connection to economics and to the epistemic consideration of
its philosophic contribution. I found a strong connection to economic thought, especially in
the early years of the practice of manufacture and distribution and attempted to link that
incipience to early attempts at the formation of coherent economic theory. Linking these two
topics, porcelain and economics to aesthetics was also reasonably apparent in the 18

th

century, the very early modern era. However, as time passed, these elements became more
and more segregated and I have shown how that segregation was part of the overall system of
modernization, the dwelling within modernity and the emergence of the modern itself, as a
stylistic and theoretical instrument for the codification of history and other categorical
impulses. My intention in revealing these episodic interventions is not aimed at a
comprehensive history or even an overarching critique, although that has been part of my
work here. Instead, my main focus was to recuperate a sense of an integrated way of being in
community, especially for the artist. Classical economics, as is well known, demonstrates the
efficiency and increase in monetary gains achieved by a division of labor. That application
coupled with the growing granularity of modernity has created flourishing areas of interest
and professional expression. However, a neglect of interest in adjoining disciplines suffer as
a result. Like an intertextual approach to philosophy, this problematic condition is augmented
by participation in a community, allowing each individual’s ‘calling’ to express itself, not in
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a void, but in an eco-system, one whose very fabric is based on the health of the overall
system in relationship. Nevertheless, detachment encumbers the impulse toward
specialization. Therefore, it is vital that consciousness emerge in society that allows a more
heterogeneous amalgam of intersecting areas of practice to conspire. As such, the artist is
poised to lead in this reintegration of disciplines, if society itself is recognized as a
confluence, a collaborative process of becoming, and the aesthetic, the beautiful, is given its
due.
Porcelain has served as my case study throughout this thesis, but is strictly an apt
example. And yet, it epitomizes certain instances of problems, for instance at the start of
chapter three where the powerful pottery team of Leach, Hamada and Yanagi impose their
moralistic and misogynistic value system on a field looking for some sort of structure. That
influence, heightened by its contrast to industrialization, went on to dominate the field of
ceramics in the west, to degree into the present.
It has been my intention throughout this narrative to interweave the diverse thinking
of economic theorists with philosophic interjection while describing the history of porcelain,
as practiced by early manufactories and later by individual artists. Globalization,
postmodernity, and finally, the role of the artist in society are what I have discussed and from
which I hope to draw certain conclusions. I have argued that ceramics and porcelain play a
role in the development of independent communities. I further assert that art in general and
porcelain in particular benefit from being embedded in economies, especially local
economies. In this dissertation, I have analyzed the interventions of art and economics and
their confluence of ideas expressed in philosophy. Art is the expression of ideas in practice,
the foment of intellectual production that also informs philosophic pondering. Philosophy
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also inculcates its findings with an economic awareness as seen in Kant, Foucault, Benjamin,
Bataille, and Deleuze’s writings with Felix Guattari, especially The Anti-Oedipus:
Schizophrenia and Capitalism. Additionally, Derrida’s very handy Economimesis helps to
deconstruct a Kantian dominance that created a hegemonic attitude in art ad commerce that
eroded the artists’ ability to fully participate in society in a meaningful manner. I described
Kant’s views of the economic as problematic for the aesthetic in chapter two, which set the
tone for two centuries of increasingly specialized focus. A specialization that negates the
essential nature of aesthetics as embedded within the economic, economimesis, as Derrida
calls it. Later philosophers consider aesthetics and economics together as they weave their
philosophies: Foucault develops an epistemology based on a reckoning of history that
includes the economic, creating categories of epistemes whose method I have used
throughout this text. Benjamin’s relationship to economics and aesthetics considered the role
of the state, the image in its potential as a reproducible thing and the aura of the original
work of art as a ritualistic furtherance of the problematic hierarchic power increasingly
iterated in political structures based on pure capitalism. Georges Bataille resituates the
economic within community, drawing on the work of Marcel Mauss. Deleuze and Guattari
position their views of capitalism through the lens of psychoanalysis as they fix it as a form
of schizophrenia. This idea also dovetails with Gregory Bateson’s notion of the double bind,
an idea picked up by Gayatri Spivak in her contribution in An Aesthetic Education in the Era
of Globalization, an update of Schiller’s text, The Aesthetic Education of Man. In her
introduction, Spivak points to either Schiller’s misunderstanding of Kant, as he seeks to
apply the Kantian model of aesthetic theory on practice through play, or perhaps, as I see it, it
is the want of practice that has left philosophy needing to revisit the artist’s techne and praxis
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to flesh out the epistemologic process in order to recuperate a philosophical imperative in
contemporary culture.
My assertion of an Econo-aesthetics suggests the deployment of a fully integrated art
and financial community that ultimately serves the needs of a locale, a place. This
proposition argues that a more coalesced relationship of a sophisticated interdisciplinary
accord benefits the larger community, serving as a remedial process that the gross
specialization of modernism has effaced and extracted from communities. The difficulty in
this proposition, as I have attempted to deconstruct, is pointed out initially by Kant in his
concern for the potential of the imposition of an external will onto the remunerative
handicrafts and therefore separating craft and making from the freedom inherent in the fine
arts of genius. In considering Kant’s assertions setting up the art and craft divide, Derrida
recommends that “one ought to analyze closely the paragraph that exploits the false
opposition between liberal art and craft” (6). At the time of Kant’s writing and thinking, this
separation was a necessary move in order to contribute to the disentangling of reality from
mysticism, as well as releasing the artist from the cloying hold of the aristocrat and
eventually the capitalist in making work for an outward market, by Kant’s account, through
“compulsory imposition” (entering into the master/slave relationship, in Hegelian terms).
Kant’s codification of aesthetic theory contributed to the increase in empirical and rational
thought, establishing German idealism and contributing to foundations of Romanticism. His
assertions inhere the condition of representation as part of the intuitional orientation of the
subject. At the core of Kant’s argument is the nature of freedom itself, and freedom becomes
weaponized through the abstraction of economics from aesthetics in the 18 , 19 and well
th
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into the 20 centuries. Economic freedom stems from access to the commonwealth and actual
th
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free markets. Aesthetics’ role in economics, according to Kant, implies a moral imperative
upon beauty, but that has proven untrue. Morality and ethics, in Kant, connected to
aesthetics, acquires the capacity to navigate the impossibly narrow channels of dialectical
processes between subject and object, and are expressed through intuition representing reality
as an a priori extension of consciousness. Again, Kant was working out the distinctions
necessary for a new way of thinking, one that would free consciousness from the restraints of
religious indoctrination and much of the traditional and customary thought that promulgated
political and economic systems that were inherently unjust. Derrida posits that
“economimesis puts everything in its place, starting with the instinctual work of animals
without language and ending with God, passing by way of the mechanical arts, mercenary
art, liberal arts, aesthetic arts and the Fine-Arts” (9). Derrida points the way toward an econoaesthetic with a deep consideration of the Kantian impulse toward a segregation of the
mercenary from the ‘free’ art of genius, creating space to reinsert the remunerative into a
freedom that masters markets, instead of being slaves to markets. This mastery is essential
for the artist in order to become an embedded resource within a community.
It is important to include this brief review of Kantian idealism here as notions of
freedom released by his philosophy led to the development of economic theory that would
use that doctrine as a method to impose absolutes developed over the course of two centuries.
However, perhaps a recuperation of a Kantian freedom that includes morality is in order. The
liberal economic propositions of John Stewart Mill countered Marx’s critique of capitalism,
but both thinkers were working with little experiential evidence upon which to stake their
claims. Capitalism was in its infancy at the mid 19th century mark, the start of what I refer
to as the capitalist episteme, when Mill and Marx were both publishing their work. Mill in
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regards to freedom, and Marx observing value as a commodification of labor and the
immanent exploitative quality of this juxtaposition within capital. The dialectical position of
these two thinkers underpin much of the next 150 years, in stark contrast to one another.
Chapter one opened with porcelain as an import from China before its discovery in
Germany in 1708 at Meissen. The discovery of porcelain by Europeans marks the advent of a
shift in aesthetics and economics, suitably represented by the arrival of production,
consumerism and the eventual failing of the Aristocratic Episteme. The Chinese porcelain
capital of Jingdezhen actually held a monopoly position on porcelain production for a
millennium. When the desire for beautiful objects exploded on the continent, the Dutch
distribution networks in the 17 century sought to fill the need, while the race to develop an
th

indigenous porcelain began in Europe. Meissen’s discovery again set up a secret mission,
attempting to develop an exclusive production that was a direct result of desire of a single
man, the elector of Saxon, to elevate his prestige. The next two centuries saw the increase in
porcelain production, including the establishment of the French Sèvres manufactory and
Wedgewood in England. Over time, the material became a ubiquitous expression of art and
utility. All of this competitive pursuit of the Arcanum created a false bifurcation of art and
economics. The prestige of great wealth has been equivocated with extreme power. That is an
undeniable reality. However, I have argued that through an active participation in an
embedded aesthetic economy, the artist can become an agent in the renewal and the
recuperation of community lost in the monstrous conglomeration and hegemonic corporate
condition of late stage capitalism.
The 19 century’s revolutionary upheavals presaged an increasing democratization,
th

underpinned by capitalism’s increase based on work and innovation. The Capitalist Episteme
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is the theme of chapter two, marked by the industrial revolution, the start of the depopulating of rural communities and the rise of urbanization. Social class and class mobility
began to assert its capacity on consciousness. The French Revolution released a political
maelstrom that reverberated throughout the western world. Monarchies lost power and
prestige, replaced by the self-aware captains of industry, the capitalists. The artists emerged
out of this time period increasingly marginalized as Kant and Schopenhauer attributed
qualities like genius to the exceptional class of human endeavor, the practice of which was
limited by exposure, specialized training and a general proclivity. The Genius was a
specialized role for a special individual, elevated above the ordinary worker and therefore
away from the processes inherent in economic exchange. This development post-Renaissance
subverted the artists’ power as a member of a community, their political consequence and the
general ability of the artist to effect social trajectories. However, porcelain contains evidence
that aesthetics might impart a stronger impact on her realm, as evidenced in Wedgewood’s
rise from potter to capitalist.
The political shifts in the 19 century exposed the congenital weakness in the
th

aristocratic episteme. Capitalism was the method by which people could rise above their
birthright and improve their quality of life and that of their offspring. John Stewart Mill’s
Principles of Political Economy, was published in 1848, the same year as the release of the
Communist Manifesto. Mill’s book, less of an immediate bombshell, has been the source of
the rise of the 20 century neoliberal. Mill’s writing, also associated with the Utilitarians and
th

Jeremy Bentham, seeks to declare the necessity of a liberal economy in the claim of freedom.
This line of thinking has proven extremely durable. Arts and Crafts movements were
emerging around the globe, in England as part of the moral writings of John Ruskin and the
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practices of William Morris as well as in the United States and in Europe, in Vienna at the
Weiner Werkstätte, and in France under the rubric of Art Nouveau. Porcelain still had the
veneer of the aristocratic manufactories of Sèvres and Meissen, but its spread was changing
its application.
Chapter three starts toward the end of the 19 century with the artist Adelaide
th

Robineau, who had made her mark with the iconic Apotheosis of the Toiler, a major
undertaking of a porcelain vase, under the auspices of the Sèvres master and Art Nouveau
practitioner, Taxile Doat. This was a volatile time as the turn of a new century demanded
new ways of thinking about being. The avant-garde was emerging in western Europe and the
United States. Duchamp’s porcelain Fountain shocked the independent artists’ jury and
inspired a century of conceptual art. Duchamp offered an alternative to the stodgy ceramics
of Bernard Leach and Shoji Hamada. Duchamp held on to an element of play, posited by
Schiller, through the practice of satire, irony and punning. His example was and is exercised
by a growing number of practitioners over the course of the century. Marguerite Willdenhein
and Lucie Rie were artists whose work stood up in defiance of the rules-oriented Leach and
although may not have specifically embraced Duchamp’s prank-like attitude, sought a more
individuated expression. Lucio Fontana’s brutalist and specialist work laid the ground work
for the later efforts of the arte povera group of Italian artists.
Chapter three considered the economics of the early 20 century, furthering notions of
th

the division of labor and maximizing efficiency and the pursuit of a liberal freedom. I chose
to focus this era under the rubric of the democratic episteme as democracies emerged in the
effects of two world wars. Carl Menger and Alfred Marshall are key figures in economic
theory. Menger was the founder of the Austrian School, the theoretical territory that informed
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Von Mises and the very influential Hayek and Friedman. Marshall’s interest in time,
evolution, and progress links his thinking to Bergson’s, whose theories about duration and
temporality relate to the time oriented pragmatism present in William James. Thorstein
Veblen’s institutionalism and the idea of “conspicuous consumption” created a modernist
view of production and exchange that presages that concept as a critique later on the century.
The pragmatism of John Dewey underscores the artist as a progressive element in society, an
embrace of experience and aesthetics as essential aspects of education. Porcelain insinuates
itself into a shifting parameter toward the democratic, signifying the democratic episteme.
Heidegger’s work on the Thing speaks to the situation of pottery. Nietzsche’s critique on
tradition and Latour’s extended view toward the relational both extend Heidegger. Walter
Benjamin’s perceptions of authenticity are key factors in establishing the eroding authority of
the ‘original’ work of art. Finally, Joseph Schumpeter’s economic theory rounds out the
chapter, examining his thinking with regards to tradition, creative destruction, and
multiplicity.
In chapter four, I found Karl Polanyi’s notion of an embedded economy to be
important, not as a reference to an historic relic, but as a vibrant and essentializing feature of
a contemporary community. The global episteme is in play at this time, however, though
shifting circumstances presage incipient aptitudes. The mid-century mark was host to the
conference at Bretton Woods, a key historic moment that corresponds with the publication of
Frederick Hayek’s influential Road to Serfdom. Economist John Maynard Keynes presided
over the conference, interjecting his powerful intellect on the outcome of the event that saw
the beginnings of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Both economists
represent opposite ends of the theoretical economic spectrum and their mutual exclusory
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position undermines a solid process of economic and cultural detente. An understanding of
both positions, Hayek’s, with an emphasis on individual freedom and liberal economic
policies that enhance market rules, and Keynes’s priority on systems thinking, government
intervention and regulation in order to see to a more equitable distribution of wealth, can in
fact benefit the artist who seeks a relevant role to play in the orientation of social and cultural
interventions, influence and manifestations.
Chapter four ends with an introduction to feminism, a constituent part of the
expanding nature of art. The role of women in art is vital to the ongoing project of humanity
and the strict segregation of the sexes into shallow categories of potential and limits assigned
by gender undermine the health and wellbeing of human existence. We have come to the end
of a time when the visible world is controlled by a male dominated authority. We have
entered the topological episteme and the heterotopic complicates the utopian dream hitherto
imagined.
With a culture of agency for artists, a promise of freedom and autonomy are possible,
however, they must find their partner in economics and by extension, economies. The
capacity of the artist is furthered and amplified with a conscious relationship to the economic
impact of her work. Chapter five considered the artist whose work in porcelain stands upon
the history of this elusive and desirable material to inhabit, as representation, or to impose a
personal note, as in Bourgeois, in Ai Weiwei’s Sunflower Seeds, a universal impulse, or by
revisiting the locus of the European in Shechet. Today, porcelain is available anywhere and
with time and practice, can serve the artist’s inclination to create almost anything at all. The
white of porcelain, for an artist like Edmund DeWaal, represents purity and a kind of
penultimate - the pinnacle of achievement, an “obsession”. For the artist Arlene Shechet, it is
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a material to play with as a discourse between the historic object of Meissen and her own
imposition of a personal expression of self. Shechet also stretches the parameters of porcelain
and ceramics through assemblage formulations in her heterogeneous sculptures.
While porcelain is an apt material for this sort of historical discourse, a conversation
between time and the exercise of a dialectic across cultures, it is also a plain white material.
As such, it contains within it the layering of a palimpsest, a material history extant below the
surface. Additionally, it can also be used as a blank canvas, available for the imposition of
fresh ideas, breaking free from its history and here to facilitate the imaging of alternative
futures. More common ceramic material in general often contains iron, a powerful colorant
when fired at the high temperatures required of ceramic production. Porcelain has no iron in
it and therefore is fired to a pure white in the kiln. As such it can remain blank, with an eye to
pure form, or it can take on color with little effect from the kiln. The artist then can impart
the particularity of her imprint on the material without the imposition of the material’s
overwhelming personality dictating outcomes. The durability of porcelain changes in the kiln
and its strength means that it can be used as an integrated part of life, at the table, as dishes,
for flowers or as the expression of the artist from the autonomous position of individuated
form in sculpture.
The economic interventions I am advocating are what I consider an advance over the
position of the artist from the passive role of the specialized practitioner of the Genius toward
the active participant in imaging and creating society, developing community based on an
ethos of care, of participation and of inclusion. Multiplicity is part of the globalized condition
that continues to claim an advancing manifold of heterogeneous elements, one that will not
stop, one that needs to be embraced as borders are increasingly porous and
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deterritorialization is marked by flows and shifting populations. Artists must stand at the
ready, able to imagine and execute novel economies, interjecting these capacities within
specific locales and actively regenerating the economic potential of communities, if the given
condition of the area is one of peace. Therefore, it is peace that lies at the heart of my
argument. For an Econo-aesthetic process to be fully realized, peace must be maintained.
Econo-aesthetics is an evolutionary leap. A paradigm shift. Artists whose abilities transcend
the narrow confines of a gallery inhabited system that serves a tiny fraction of the population,
a fraction that is defined by privilege and access, those artists will lead the new avant-garde
toward a fresh possibility of the expression of human interaction.
Within a topological episteme, the potential of local economies is already in play and
being experienced by small business and by local initiatives in the USA, and artists have
much to offer as participants. This dissertation contains a performative aspect to its argument
- that is, it is suggesting a way to act and move forward that should be actualized in practice,
and while history offers a method to consider the topic, it does not simply stop at the level of
historical overview. Artists who fully participate in this deepening of a new way of thinking
about prosperity benefit mutual conditions of humanity and nature. An aesthetic economy is
an expansive process that derives its ability to reproduce, to become the preferred method for
expressing trade, exchange, and being in community through its understanding of the
materiality of the place where it emerges. The local is a condition of an embedded aesthetic
economy, one that privileges community. Desire and production must work hand in hand as a
relational force of being in community as an emergent process that allows and privileges the
expression of the beautiful.
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Notes to Chapter 1
1
Its opaqueness is in the difficulty of observation for the analyst. The zone above, on the
other hand, the zone of capitalism, was also opaque, but in this case because capitalists
wanted it so. It was the zone in which "certain groups of privileged actors were engaged in
circuits and calculations that ordinary people knew nothing of." They practiced "a
sophisticated art open only to a few initiates at most." Without this zone that existed "above
the sunlit world of the market economy," capitalism -that is, "real capitalism" -was
“unthinkable" (1:23-24 Wallerstein’s citation for Braudel)
2
The Lacanian notion of desire is further explored in the work of Louise Bourgeois in
Chapter Five.
3
“Of all Wedgwood’s friendship and business partnerships, his connection with Bentley was
the most important of his life and crucial to his design and marketing efforts. Bentley was
cultured, sophisticated, and socially connected in ways Wedgwood was not and could not
aspire to be. His well-traveled friend spoke French and Italian and was an authority on
classical and renaissance art” (Dodgson 1130).
4
“Wedgwood belonged to an extraordinary group of similarly minded polymaths who
became known as the Lunar Men, because of their meeting during the full moon. Lunar men
“formed a constellation of extraordinary individuals, a tangle of friendships and
dependencies, arguments and loyalties” (Uglow, 2002: 501). Their contributions were
profound: “... this small group of friends really was at the leading edge of almost every
movement of its time in science, in industry and in the arts, even in agriculture” Uglow
(2002: 501) (Dodgson 1131).
5
“Free” in the sense of the autonomous, free individual, not a “free’ product. Wedgewood’s
prices are higher than his competitors’ as he sought unusually high standards for production
that he assumed, correctly, people would be willing to pay extra for.
6
Etruria is an ironic name for the factory as Winckelmann pointed out that the vases
originally thought to be Etruscan turned out to be Greek
Notes to Chapter 2
7
Isaiah Berlin outlines the origins of Romanticism in a collection of lectures entitled the
Roots of Romanticism. Berlin traces Romanticism’s origins in the Germanic chaos of the 30
year’s war, a period that left Germany out of the global race to dominance that the French
and the English were actively pursuing.
8
The use of terms emergent, dominant and residual originate in Raymond Williams, in
Culture and Materialism (see bibliography for details).
9
Rhead was a well know figure in the ceramic industry in the early 20th century. He was born
in the Stoke-on-Trent district of England to a family steeped in the ceramic profession
indigenous to that area. In 1902 he came to the US and worked at Rosewood Pottery and
Home Laughlin, among others, developing the very successful Fiesta Ware still in production
today (Evans).
10
ORIGIN late 18th cent.: from Italian (terra di) Sienna ‘(earth of) Siena.’ (New Oxford
American Dictionary)
Notes to Chapter 3
11
Definition: ‘nature does not make a leap’, also founds Darwin’s ‘gradualism’.
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12

Lerner helped clarify Keynes’ ideas and as such his own reputation is underrated for a
variety of reasons, not least perhaps being his reiteration of ideas as opposed to the
development of truly original thinking.
13
Krehan was a multigenerational potter from a long line of traditional makers in the
Thuringia state of Germany, fifteen miles from Weimar.
14
The ceramics facility of the Bauhaus was located in Dornburg, the site of Krehan’s studio.
Krehan demanded that the studio to be established in his personal space near his home. Since
the establishment of a ceramics facility is a costly affair, Gropius acquiesced.
15
In the following section, I have cited Walter Benjamin’s essay, Art in the Age of
Mechanical Reproduction, referring to Hannah Arendt’s translation. The page numbers
correspond to the edition found in the bibliography. I will cite the specific work at the end of
the paragraph.
16
Base and superstructure are terms found in Marx and Engels and iterated in Braudel as
floors, above and below, of social beingness. The base is founded on production and the
superstructure is society as a whole. Art figures into the Marxist view (through Lukács) as
ideology and contributes to the overarching view of society as a means to define said society.
17
Quoted in Marco Valsecchi, Tempo, May 9, 1964, translated by Anthony White.
18
The phrase ‘base materialism’ is taken from an article by Yves Alain Bois in Art in
America, no. 4, 1989, 243
19
Schumpeter was Austrian by birth and education and came into contact with a broad range
of the most significant economic thinkers of the day in the early 20th century. His reach was
vast, as he produced numerous important volumes on economic thought and its history while
he projected his own interpretations onto the fore. His career ended with a 20-year tenure at
Harvard University after serving in various roles of government and banking in Austria and
as such left a deep and abiding impact on global economic theory and practice.
Notes to Chapter 4
20
Autonomy does not indicate isolation in my use of the term. It instead indicates the
empowerment of the artist as a self reliant worker in society, able to produce and benefit by
the nature of her work. And ceramics as an integrated art form, part of the vernacular of art,
judged on its merits as the execution of the concept and not bounded by the nature of its
historical material value.
21
More details on Zeisel’s imprisonment are available in Kirkham and in Young, both books
in the bibliography. It is important to note here as her time in Russian gave her a very real
taste of working in porcelain and second, her survival in prison there gave her a quality of
strength she carried with her for the rest of her life.
22
http://www.collegeart.org/guidelines/mfa
23
Duckworth wrote to Moore while in London and was invited to visit. Moore discouraged
Duckworth’s interest in pursuing clay as a material for use in sculpture, considering it
“boring and always the same”.
24
She took a job teaching ceramics at the University of Chicago in 1964, but the school was
so focused on an academic tract, that art in general failed to flourish there. She recalls an
anecdote that demonstrates U of C’s position on ceramics as a subject.
Shortly after I arrived, I was invited by the president, because I was a new
foreign teacher -- no? -- for dinner. Very nice. And he said, "What do you do
here?" And I said, "I teach ceramics." And he said, "Hah?! Ceramics? You
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use your hands?" Now, this was mock horror, you see? But was only too true
(Trapp).
25

However, perhaps not quite its opposite, the notion of heterotopia is important in moving
toward the deterritorialized present. This is a subject to be taken up in a future project.
Foucault’s original notion of this space between utopia and dystopia, heterotopia, was briefly
discussed in an unpublished lecture in 1967. In his comments, he describes the possibility of
interstices “between utopias and these quite other sites, these heterotopias, there might be a
sort of mixed, joint experience, which would be the mirror”
Vattimo posits that art contains the agency to shift the hysteresis of a trajectory, and that
pluralism, especially for
Heidegger [in whom], the capacity of the work of art to 'make world' is always
thought of in the plural – thus not in the utopian sense, but in the heterotopian
sense. Indeed, in 'The origin of the work of art' (1936) Heidegger no longer
speaks of the world, as in Being and Time, but of a world (and so implicitly of
many worlds). (71)
26

Her daughter, the photographer Francesca Woodman, received a great deal of attention
posthumously, having died of suicide at the early age of 22 years. Both Betty and George
Woodman live as working artists and it is Betty who has ended up with the lion’s share of
attention.
27
Bernardaud is a porcelain factory in the Limoges regions of France, established about a
hundred years after Sèvres. It became and remains a family business and the website notes
that “The brothers would assure the viability of the company during the turbulence of the
Great Depression and World War II through collaborations with artists to expand the
company's range of collections”. Limoges is the region in France where kaolin was originally
found that allowed the expanded manufacture of porcelain, and is not the name of an
individual business.
Notes on Chapter 5
28
Spivak writes about sous rature (under erasure) in the introduction to The Order of Things
by Foucault.
29
From Ai Weiwei: Dropping the Urn, page 11 with footnote.
30
Unilever underwrote the exhibitions at the Tate Gallery in London from May, 2000 –
October, 2012. Ai Weiwei’s installation was just one of numerous grand scaled artworks
commission by the corporation for the Tate. Interestingly, the series began with an
installation by Louise Bourgeois (Tate website).
31
As discussed in chapter one.
32
from the RISD Museum website- retrieved 7/17/16
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